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The shadow o f  a  n o h le  man i s  w ide.
A rab ic  P roverb
0 ye p e o p le  o f  Muhammad, i t  i s  upon you an o b l ig a t io n  to  p r o te c t  
honor and p re s e rv e  n o b i l i t y  and g e n e ro s i ty ,  f o r  v io la t i o n  o f  honor i s  a 
b a rb a ro u s  crim e — th e r e  be no one to  p e r p e t r a te  i t  e x c ep t him  who i s  
s t r ip p e d  o f  r e l i g io u s  f a i t h ;  th e r e  be no one t o  commit i t  e x cep t him who 
i s  b roke  lo o se  from  shame and hono r. F o r he i s  a l l i e d  w ith  th e  d e v i l .  
The crim e o f  v io la t i o n  o f  hono r — th e  a n g e ls  o f  th e  heavens c ry  ou t 
from  i t s  p e r f id y  and th e  f i s h  o f  th e  s e a  and th e  fow l o f  th e  a i r  c u rse  
i t s  p e r p e t r a to r .  F o r th e  v io la t i o n  o f  honor i s  th e  s ig n  o f  th e  w icked  
who le a d s  men to  a t r o c i t i e s  in  th e  w orld  and to  th e  to rm en t o f  th e  f i r e  
in  th e  h e r e a f t e r .
From a  kh u tb a  (serm on), K ufr al-M a, 
Jo rd a n .
R ic h a rd  T. A ntoun, "On th e  M odesty 
o f  Women in  Arab Muslim V i l la g e s :  A 
S tudy  in  th e  Accomodation o f  
T r a d i t io n s ,"  Am erican A n th r o p o lo g is t  
TO (1 9 6 8 ), 686.
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ABSTRACT
The p u rp o se  o f  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  i s  t o  e v a lu a te  th e  l i n k  betw een 
th e  c o n te n ts  o f  a  m ajo r a r t  form , th e  p ro v e rb , and e th n o g ra p h ic  r e a l i t y  
v i s  a  v i s  h o n o r and shame i n  Arab c u l tu r e .  The em phasis i s  on th e  con­
t e x t  o f  c u l t u r a l  m eaning as opposed to  th e  c o n te x t  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n .  A 
second c o n s id e r a t io n  i s  w h ether w ell-know n c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  A rab ic  p ro ­
v e rb s  a v a i la b le  i n  E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n  a re  r e l i a b l e  so u rc e s  o f  d a ta  f o r  
f o l k l o r i s t i c  a n a ly s e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  e x p re s s io n . Item s f o r  a n a ly s i s  were 
c u l le d  from te n  p u b l is h e d  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v e rb s  ra n g in g  
g e o g ra p h ic a l ly  from  Morocco t o  I r a q  and sp an n in g  more th a n  a  c e n tu ry  
o f  work by n a t iv e  and n o n -n a tiv e  c o l l e c t o r s .  The su b s ta n c e  — th e  
l i t e r a l  e v a lu a t io n  o f  b e h a v io r  o r  s t a t e s  c o n t r ib u t in g  t o  h o n o r o r  
shame —  was th e  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  s e le c t i o n  o f  in d iv id u a l  p ro v e rb s . Of a  
t o t a l  corpus o f  10 ,332  p ro v e rb s , a  s u r p r i s in g ly  sm a ll number were 
found e x p l i c i t l y  r e le v a n t  t o  honor/sham e o r  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  co n cep ts  
such  as g e n e r o s i ty / s t i n g in e s s ,  good /bad  r e p u t a t i o n ,  fa m ily , and so  on. 
These 105 item s w ere th e n  an a ly z e d  in  r e l a t i o n  t o  e th n o g ra p h ic  d a ta  on 
th e  honor/sham e com plex and p e r ip h e r a l  c o n c e p ts . A h ig h , a lth o u g h  n o t 
p e r f e c t ,  c o r r e la t io n  was found betw een m eaning in  th e  p ro v e rb s , beha­
v io r s  re c o rd e d  i n  e th n o g ra p h ic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and such  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  a s ­
p e c ts  o f  c u l tu r e  as r e l i g i o n ,  fa m ily , h o s p i t a l i t y  and rev e n g e . Incon­
s i s t e n t  m essages w ere e x p re s se d  i n  p ro v e rb s  c o n cern in g  d a u g h te r s ,  fam ily  
t i e s ,  and s e c re c y , w hich a re  e m o tio n a lly -c h a rg e d  and ambiguous a re a s
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o f  th e  c u l t u r e . The p ro v e rb s  a r e  e x p re s s iv e  o f  c u l t u r a l  a m b ig u itie s  
and p ro v id e  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  means o f  s u p p o r t in g  e i t h e r  s id e  o f  an  a rgu ­
m ent. F i n a l l y ,  th e  E n g lis h  t r a n s l a t i o n s  u se d  f o r  t h i s  s tu d y  a p p ear 
t o  r e n d e r  a c c u r a te ly  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab view  o f  h o n o r and shame as 
i n t e g r a l  m easures o f  human w o rth .
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
C onten t a n a ly s is  i s  one o f  th e  most p ro d u c tiv e  means o f  i n v e s t i ­
g a tin g  f o lk l o r i c  e x p re s s io n . Form al s tu d ie s  o f  c o n te n t seek  to  de te rm in e  
s t r u c t u r a l  components o f  item s and th e  r u le s  hy w hich th e y  a re  combined 
to  p roduce  m ean in g fu l and " c o r r e c t"  e x p re s s iv e  forms w ith in  p a r t i c u l a r  
t r a d i t i o n s .  Beyond such s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s e s ,  in s ig h t s  in to  th e  m eaning 
o f  f o lk lo r e  can be g a in ed  th ro u g h  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  su b s ta n c e ,  "what i s  
m a n if e s t ly  s t a t e d  in  th e  m essag e ,"  and th e  c o n d i t io n ,  "such  n o tio n s  as
p
th e  t r u t h ,  e m o tio n a l, and a e s th e t i c  v a lu e s  o f  th e  segm ents" o f  e x p re s s ­
iv e  form s.
Bedouin c u l tu r e  i s  o f te n  seen  by A rab s , w ith  a s o r t  o f  ro m an tic  
n o s ta l g ia ,  as th e  sou rce  o f  Arab e t h i c a l  v a lu e s  and f o lk lo r i c  e x p re s s io n , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  v e rb a l  a r t .  The p rim ary  mode o f  a r t i s t r y  among A rabs, 
nomadic and s e d e n ta ry ,  i s  lan g u ag e ; th e  m ajo r f a c to r  in f lu e n c in g  th e  
th e  e v a lu a t io n  o f  b e h a v io r  i s  th e  concep t o f  h o n o r. The pu rpose  o f  t h i s  
s tu d y  i s  to  e v a lu a te  th e  l i n k  betw een th e  c o n te n ts  o f  a  m ajor a r t  form , 
th e  p ro v e rb , and e th n o g ra p h ic  r e a l i t y  v i s  a v i s  honor and shame in  Arab 
c u l tu r e .  The focus i s  on th e  s u b s ta n t iv e  and c o n d it io n a l  m essages o f  
s e le c te d  A rab ic  c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v e rb s . The o b je c t  i s  n o t to  p ro v id e  an 
e x h a u s tiv e  ex am in a tio n  o f  p ro v erb s  b u t to  su rv e y  a  sam pling o f  d a ta  in  
o rd e r  to  a s c e r ta in  w he ther a c c u ra te  a n a lo g ie s  can be  drawn betw een b e ­
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2h a v io r a l  a s p e c ts  o f  c u l tu r e  as shown in  e th n o g ra p h ie s  and id e a t io n a l
a s p e c ts  as d e p ic te d  in  p ro v e rb s . R ic h a rd  Bauman has  enum erated  v a rio u s
3
ty p e s  o f  c o n te x t w ith  w hich f o l k l o r i s t s  f re q u e n tly  concern  them selves ; 
th e  m ajor em phasis h e re  i s  on th e  c o n te x t o f  c u l t u r a l  m eaning as opposed 
to  th e  c o n te x t o f  i n t e r a c t io n .  A second  c o n s id e ra t io n  i s  w hether c e r ­
t a i n  w ell-know n c o l l e c t io n s  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  a v a i la b le  in  E n g lish  
t r a n s l a t i o n  a re  r e l i a b l e  so u rc e s  o f  d a ta  f o r  f o l k l o r i s t i c  a n a ly s is  o f  
c u l t u r a l  e x p re s s io n .
C o l le c t io n s : A Path. Source
1+
Item s f o r  a n a ly s is  were drawn from te n  p u b lis h e d  c o l le c t io n s  o f  
c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v erb s  ra n g in g  g e o g ra p h ic a l ly  from Morocco t o  I r a q  and 
spann ing  more th a n  a  c e n tu ry  o f  work by n a t iv e  and n o n -n a tiv e  c o l l e c t o r s .  
The su b s ta n c e  — th e  l i t e r a l  e v a lu a tio n  o f  b e h a v io r  o r  s t a t e s  c o n tr ib u ­
t i n g  to  honor o r  shame — was th e  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  s e le c t i o n  o f  in d iv id u a l  
p ro v e rb s . Two f a c to r s  w ere p rim ary  in  th e  ch o ice  o f  c o l l e c t i o n s :  f i r s t ,  
a l l  a re  w id e ly  c i t e d  in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  on A rab ic  f o lk l o r e ,  and second , 
a l l  a re  a c c e s s ib le  to  E n g lish -sp e a k in g  f o l k l o r i s t s .  In  a d d it io n  to  th o se  
b a s ic  c o n s id e r a t io n s ,  each  c o l l e c t io n  i s  e v a lu a te d  below  on th e  b a s is  o f  
n in e  c r i t e r i a :  l )  n a t io n a l  o r  r e g io n a l  i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  s e t ,  2) number 
o f  i te m s , 3) a rran g em en t, h) acknowledgem ent o f  s o u rc e s ,  5) c i t a t i o n  
o f  p a r a l l e l  p ro v e rb s  a n d /o r  l i t e r a t u r e  in  A rab ic  a n d /o r  o th e r  lan g u a g e s , 
6) e th n o g ra p h ic a l  and c o n te x tu a l  in fo rm a tio n , 7) p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  p ro ­
v e rb s  in  A rabic  s c r i p t ,  and 9) t r a n s l a t i o n .
The o ld e s t  c o l l e c t io n  o f  th o se  used  h e re  i s  John Lewis B urck- 
h a r d t ’s A ra b ic  P ro verb s; o r . The Manners and Customs o f  th e  Modern
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3E g y p tia n s . B u rc k h a rd t, son o f  a  w e l l- to -d o  Sw iss fa m ily , f e l l  w ith in  
th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  European a d v e n tu re rs  t r a v e l in g  in  A f r ic a  and th e  M iddle 
E a s t under th e  a u sp ic e s  o f  v a r io u s  s o c i e t i e s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  th e  "unex­
p lo re d "  (by W este rn e rs)  a re a s  o f  th e  w orld . In  B u rc k h a rd t’ s c a s e , th e  
sp o n so rin g  group was E n g l is h ,  th e  A sso c ia tio n  f o r  P rom oting  th e  D is­
covery  o f  th e  I n t e r i o r  o f  A f r ic a ;  th e y  se n t young B u rc k h a rd t, th e n  25 
y e a rs  o ld ,  to  A f r ic a  w ith  th e  aim o f  app roach ing  th e  N ig e r b a s in  v ia  
o v e rla n d  caravan  ro u te s  from  Egypt and o th e r  p a r t s  o f  N orth  A f r ic a  to  
Fezzan and Tim buctu. In  th e  rem ain ing  e ig h t  y e a rs  o f  h i s  l i f e ,  Burck­
h a rd t  t r a v e le d  e x te n s iv e ly ,  g a th e r in g  r ic h  e th n o g ra p h ic  and to p o g ra p h i­
c a l  m a te r ia l  from a re a s  y e t  l i t t l e  known to  W e ste rn e rs . He c a l l e d  him­
s e l f  "S heikh  Ib rah im " and i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  th u s  in  th e  w r i t in g s  o f  v a r io u s  
B r i t i s h  t r a v e l e r s  in  th e  a r e a .
B u rck h a rd t'?s c o l l e c t i o n  o f  782 item s a rra n g e d  in  A rab ic  a lp h a ­
b e t i c a l  o rd e r  c o n s is ts  o f  p ro v e rb s  c o l l e c te d  by th e  a u th o r  d u r in g  h is  
t r a v e l s  and p e r io d s  o f  r e s id e n c e  in  Egypt betw een 1809 and 1817* These 
he a rra n g e d  around a  "n u c leu s  o f  an e a r ly  l 8 th  c e n tu ry  c o l l e c t io n "  o f  
p ro v erb s  by one Sheikh S h a ra f  ad-DIn Ibn  A sad, w hich he says he found 
" w r i t te n  upon n in e  o r  te n  le a v e s  in  th e  common-place book o f  a  s h e ik h , 
w ith  whom he was a c q u a in te d  in  t h i s  c i t y . . . . " ^  To Ibn  A sad’s c o l l e c t io n
B urckhard t added "some h u n d re d s , com m itted to  p a p e r  as he [B u rc k h a rd t3
 ^ 6
h e a rd  them  quo ted  in  g e n e ra l  s o c ie ty  o r  in  th e  b a z a r ."  By May 1817 
B urckhard t had  s e n t  a  copy o f  h i s  S in a i  t r a v e l  jo u r n a l  t o  S i r  Jo seph  
B ankes, fo llo w ed  in  June by h i s  c o l le c t io n  o f  C airene  " p o p u la r  s a y in g s"  
t o  th e  Reverend W illiam  H am ilton . B u rckhard t d ie d  in  O ctober 1817 a t
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kth e  age o f  33; A ra b ic  P ro verb s  ap p eared  t h i r t e e n  y e a rs  l a t e r  under th e  
e d i to r s h ip  o f  S i r  W illiam  O useley .
B u rck h ard t c la im s t o  have had  999 item s in  h i s  c o l l e c t i o n ;  in  
f a c t ,  he makes a  p o in t  o f  le a v in g  th e  odd num ber, "ad o p tin g  h e re  th e  
n o t io n  p r e v a le n t  among A rab s, t h a t  even numbers a re  un lucky  and t h a t  
any th in g  C s ic j p e r f e c t  in  i t s  q u a n t i ty  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f f e c te d  by th e  
e v i l  e y e ."  The low er a c tu a l  count a p p e a rs , a c co rd in g  to  O u se ley , to  
r e s u l t  from e r r o r s  in  num bering th e  t e x t .
The p ro v erb s  a re  p re s e n te d  in  unvow elled  A rab ic  s c r i p t  w ith  no 
t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n ;  th e  E n g lis h  t r a n s l a t i o n s  a re  th e n  g iv e n , a lo n g  w ith  a  
g r e a t  d e a l  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  and s i t u a t i o n a l  e x p la n a t io n , b u t  w ith o u t c r o s s -  
r e f e re n c e s  to  p ro v e rb s  in  e i t h e r  A rab ic  o r  o th e r  lan g u a g e s . C ensorsh ip  
o f  th e  m a te r ia l  was p r a c t ic e d  by b o th  B u rc k h a rd t and O useley ; Burck­
h a r d t ,  in  h i s  own w ords, " o m itte d  a c o n s id e ra b le  num ber, many b e in g  
a l t o g e th e r  u n in te r e s t in g ,  and o th e r s  so  g r o s s ly  i n d e l i c a t e  t h a t  he 
c o u ld  n o t v e n tu re  t o  la y  them b e fo re  th e  p u b l i c . . . . "  O u se ley , in  t u r n ,  
adds t h a t  "where h i s  [ B u r c k h a r d t 's 3 t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  c e r t a in  item s o r  
p h r a s e s . . .a p p e a re d  more l i t e r a l  th a n  d e c e n t ,  i t  has been endeavo red  by 
c irc u m lo c u tio n  to  e x p re ss  se n se  w ith o u t o f fe n d in g  d e l ic a c y ." ^  C.E. 
B osw orth , in  h i s  " in t r o d u c t io n ,"  e x p re s s e s  th e  o p in io n  t h a t ,  "W ith 
to d a y 's  more l i b e r a l  o u t lo o k , we may r e g r e t  t h a t  B u rck h ard t ex c lu d ed  
from h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  some o f  th e  more e a r th y  and ra c y  p ro v e r b s , f o r  
v ig o ro u s  e x p re s s io n  i s  th e  q u in te s s e n c e  o f  an e f f e c t iv e  p r o v e r b . . . .  
O v e ra ll ,  how ever, B u rc k h a rd t 's  i s  one o f  th e  b e t t e r  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  
A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  a v a i la b le  in  E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n .
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5James R ich a rd  J e w e tt  had  b e e n , in  1886, a  F ellow  o f  H arvard  
C o lleg e  s tu d y in g  in  S y r ia .  He c o l l e c t e d  " th r e e  o r fo u r  hundred  p ro v erb s  
in  th e  common d ialect," '* ''* ' o f  w hich he s e n t  f i f t y  t o  th e  American O r ie n ta l  
S o c ie ty ;  th e y  p u b lis h e d  ^3 o f  them in  th e  P roceed ings  o f  t h a t  y e a r .
Seven y e a rs  l a t e r ,  in  l8 9 3 s Je w e tt  p u b lis h e d  291 item s u n d er th e  t i t l e  
"A rab ic  P ro v e rb s  and P r o v e rb ia l  P h r a s e s ,  C o lle c te d , T ra n s la te d  and An­
n o ta te d "  in  th e  Jo u rn a l o f  th e  Am erican O r ie n ta l  S o c ie ty .  J e w e tt  w ro te
t h a t  th e s e  p ro v e rb s  w ere " f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  handed to  me in  w r i t in g  by 
12v a r io u s  f r i e n d s , "  a f t e r  w hich he gave them  to  h is  a s s i s t a n t ,  Yusuf
1*3N a sr, " a t  whose d i c t a t i o n  I  w ro te  them  in  t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n . "  He th en
checked N a s r’s v e rs io n  w ith  th r e e  S y r ia n  te a c h e r s ,  n o tin g  when an item
was n o t known t o  them  o r  when a  v a r i a n t  was known. J e w e t t ’s work i s ,
th e n ,  th o ro u g h  in  i t s  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  p ro v e rb s  in  A rab ic  s c r i p t ,
t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n ,  and v a r i a t i o n  as g iv en  by h i s  in fo rm an ts  and a s s i s t a n t s ,
as w e l l  as c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s  t o  o th e r  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s . Of
h i s  E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n s  J e w e tt  w r i te s  t h a t  " l i t e r a l n e s s  r a t h e r  th a n
• • l i te le g a n c e  has been  aim ed a t ; ; when th e  m eaning rem ains o b sc u re , he sup­
p lem en ts th e  t r a n s l a t i o n  w ith  e x p la n a tio n .
Je w e tt  was n o t i n s e n s i t i v e  t o  th e  im portance  o f  c o n te x t in  
p ro v erb  s tu d i e s .  He p ro v id e s  e th n o g ra p h ic  e x p la n a tio n s  as w e ll  as hypo­
t h e t i c a l  perfo rm ance c o n te x ts ,  n o t in g  t h a t  "some o f  th e  e x p la n a tio n s  
w ere g iv en  me by n a t iv e s  on th e  s p o t ,  and i n  some c a se s  I  have g iven  
w ith o u t n a t iv e  a u th o r i ty  what seemed to  be th e  obvious m eaning o f  th e  
p ro v e rb  o r  p r o v e r b ia l  p h ra se  under c o n s id e ra tio n ." * '^  He a ls o  r e p o r ts  
m aking u se  o f  n o te s  g iv en  to  him by a  S y r ia n  s c h o la r  and p o e t ,  Ib rah im  
H o u ran i. "*"^
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6The m ajor sho rtcom ing  o f  J e w e t t 's  work i s  i t s  a rran g em en t, o r  
more p r e c i s e l y ,  la c k  o f  l o g ic a l  a rran g em en t; he d id  n o t a ttem p t t o  o r ­
gan ize  th e  p ro v e rb s  "ac c o rd in g  to  s u b je c ts  o r  o th e rw ise "  because  " i t
seemed t h a t  such an arrangem ent w ould n o t add to  th e  u s e fu ln e s s  o f  th e  
17c o l l e c t i o n ."  On th e  c o n tr a ry ,  a rrangem ent by  s u b je c t  g r e a t ly  e x p e d ite s
th e  use  o f  c o l l e c t i o n s  by s c h o la r s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  c o n te n t .  N o n e th e le ss ,
J e w e t t 's  work i s  th o ro u g h ly  documented and c a r e f u l ly  p re s e n te d , and
th e r e f o r e  a u s e fu l  t o o l  f o r  th e  s tu d e n t  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s .
A volume e n t i t l e d  A ra b ic  P ro v e rb s , c o l l e c te d  by Mrs. A .P. S in g e r
and e d i te d  by th e  w ell-know n German f o l k l o r i s t  Enno L ittm an n , appeared
in  1913. The 169 p ro v erb s  in c lu d e d  in  t h i s  work w ere c o l le c te d  by Mrs.
S in g e r  in  S y r ia ,  Egypt and th e  Sudan, where she had  l iv e d ,  a c c o rd in g  to
L ittm an n , " f o r  a  c o n s id e ra b le  le n g th  o f  tim e"  d u rin g  w hich she "had  from
tim e to  tim e  w r i t t e n  down th e  A rab ic  say in g s w hich she had h e a rd  used
l8among th e  p eo p le  w ith  whom she l i v e d . . . . "  The work in  i t s  p u b lis h e d
form b e a rs  no s ta te m e n t by Mrs. S in g e r  o f  h e r  pu rpose  in  c o l l e c t i n g  th e
p ro v e rb s ;  L ittm a n n , how ever, a p p a re n tly  re g a rd s  i t  as a  s te p  tow ard  "a
com plete corpus  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  s y s te m a t ic a l ly  a rra n g e d "  w hich would
be u s e fu l  f o r  w r i t in g  "a  r e a l  h i s to r y  o f  th e  O r ie n ta l  p ro v erb "  and fo r
19th e  s tu d y  o f  " E a s te rn  c i v i l i z a t i o n "  and " E a s te rn  p sy ch o lo g y ."
The a rrangem en t o f  S in g e r 's  c o l l e c t io n  seems t o  be a r b i t r a r y  
d e s p ite  L ittm a n n 's  c a l l  f o r  s y s te m a tic  a rrangem en t. The main t e x t  con­
t a i n s  th e  p ro v e rb s  t r a n s l i t e r a t e d  and t r a n s l a t e d ;  th e y  appear in  A rab ic  
s c r i p t  in  th e  back  o f  th e  book. L ittm ann p ro v id e s  e x te n s iv e  ex p lan a ­
t io n s  on th e  m eaning o f  each p ro v erb  b u t th e r e  i s  no m ention  o f  p e r f o r ­
mance c o n te x ts .  The p ro v erb s  in  M rs. S in g e r 's  m a n u sc r ip t, say s L ittm an n ,
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7were "checked" w ith  a  s in g le  E g y p tian  A rab ic  sp e a k e r  and h i s  v a r i a n t  u sed  
when i t  d i f f e r e d  from  th e  d a ta . Most o f  th o s e  p ro v e rb s  n o t known to  
L ittm a n n 's  a s s i s t a n t  w ere d e s ig n a te d  as Sudanese o r  S y r ia n  on th e  b a s is  
o f  d i a l e c t ;  a  few item s rem ain  u n id e n t i f i e d  as t o  p ro v e n ie n c e . There i s  
no m ention  o f  w hat happened  to  any E g y p tian  p ro v e rb s  n o t in  th e  a s s i s ­
t a n t ' s  r e p e r t o i r e .  L ittm ann  g iv e s  two form s o f  a  few i te m s , and a ls o  
c ro s s - r e f e r e n c e s  m a te r i a l  on A rab ic  p ro v e rb s . By tam p erin g  w ith  th e  
m a te r ia l  and " c o r r e c t in g "  form , L ittm ann  has compromised some o f  th e  
c o l l e c t i o n 's  s t r e n g th  as a  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  d a ta  from  th r e e  d i s t i n c t  p a r t s  
o f  th e  Arab W orld; o v e r a l l ,  how ever, S in g e r 's  i s  a  u s e f u l  w ork.
P erhaps th e  m ost th o ro u g h  o f  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  a v a i la b le  in  E n g lish  
i s  Edward A. W este rm arck 's  W it and Wisdom i n  Morocco: A S tu d y  o f  N a tiv e
P ro v e rb s , w hich a p p eared  in  1930 as th e  t h i r d  book in  W esterm arck 's  t r i -
20logy  on " th e  custom s and id e a s  o f  th e  M oors." The th r e e  b o o k s , Mar­
r ia g e  Cerem onies i n  Morocco and R itu a l  and B e l i e f  i n  M orocco, p u b lis h e d  
in  19lU and 1926 r e s p e c t i v e ly ,  and W it and Wisdom a re  b a se d  on th e  
a u th o r 's  n in e  y e a rs  r e s id e n c e  in  N orth  A f r ic a  d u rin g  th e  cou rse  o f  t h i r t y  
y e a r s .
W esterm arck was a  n o te d  s c h o la r ,  h av in g  w r i t t e n  e x te n s iv e ly  n o t
on ly  on th e  Moroccan m a te r ia l  b u t  on such to p ic s  as The H is to r y  o f  Human
21 22 M arriage  and The O rig in  and D evelopm ent o f  th e  Moral Id e a s  ; th e  l a t t e r ,
t h e o r e t i c a l l y  in  l i n e  w ith  B r i t i s h  s o c ia l  Darwinism  o f  th e  p e r io d ,  l i k e  
W esterm arck 's  o th e r  w o rk s, was an im p o rta n t c o n tr ib u t io n  t o  s o c ia l  an­
th ro p o lo g y . Born in  Sweden in  1862, W esterm arck was ed u c a te d  a t  th e  
U n iv e rs i ty  o f  H e ls in g fo rs  and l a t e r  se rv e d  as P ro fe s s o r  o f  P h ilo so p h y  
a t  t h a t  i n s t i t u t i o n  and as P ro fe s s o r  o f  S oc io logy  a t  London U n iv e rs i ty .
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T a n g ie r , a lth o u g h  some kOO a re  from A nd jra  and o th e r  p a r t s  o f  M orocco.
The p ro v e rb s  a re  a rra n g e d  a c c o rd in g  to  " s u b je c ts  o r  s i t u a t i o n s  on w hich
23th e y  have a  b e a r in g "  ; th e y  a re  p re s e n te d  i n  M a g h re b l-s ty le  A rab ic  
s c r i p t ,  E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n  and t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n ,  w hich W esterm arck d i s ­
c u sse s  in  d e t a i l  on pages 5^ th ro u g h  63 o f  th e  " in t r o d u c t io n ."
D e sp ite  W esterm arck’s e x c e l le n t  s c h o la r s h ip  and h i s  th o ro u g h  c r o s s - r e ­
fe re n c e s  t o  o th e r  Moroccan m a te r i a l ,  he w r i te s  t h a t  he has " r e f r a in e d
from a l l  com parison betw een p ro v erb s  re c o rd e d  by o th e r s  and th o se  c o l -  
2kl e c t e d  by m y se lf"  and fo regone  r e f e re n c e s  "b ecau se  my aim has b e e n , in
th e  f i r s t  p la c e  t o  c o l l e c t  f a c t s  by  s o c io lo g ic a l  f ie ld -w o rk  in  M orocco,
and in  th e  second p la c e  t o  s tu d y  th o se  f a c t s  from  p o in ts  o f  view  w hich
.,25d i f f e r  e s s e n t i a l l y  from  t h a t  o f  him who exam ines t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n .
In  f a c t ,  W esterm arck’s p o in t  o f  view  a n t i c ip a t e s  th e  m ajo r concerns o f  
contem porary  c o n te x tu a l  f o l k l o r i s t s .  He c le a r ly  re c o g n iz e s  th e  im por­
ta n c e  o f  c o n te x t in  th e  s tu d y  o f  p ro v e rb s , d is c u s s in g  h i s  d a ta  in  term s 
o f  b o th  s o c io - c u l t u r a l  and im m ediate c o n te x t ,  as w e l l  as p ro v id in g  
a d d i t io n a l  s p e c i f i c  e la b o r a t io n  w ith  some p ro v e rb s . W este rm arck 's  i s  
an e x c e l le n t  p ie c e  o f  work.
The m ost q u e s tio n a b le  c o l l e c t io n  o f  t h i s  s e t ,  in  te rm s o f  v a lu e  
as a  s c h o la r ly  t o o l ,  i s  Selwyn Gurney Champion’s 1938 p u b l ic a t io n  en­
t i t l e d  R a c ia l P ro verb s: A S e le c t io n  o f  th e  W o rld 's  P ro v e rb s . This c o l­
l e c t i o n ,  a lth o u g h  e x te n s iv e ,  i s  p o o r ly  docum ented, y e t  i t  b o a s t s ,  f o r
p ro v e rb s  from  th e  Arab W orld , in t r o d u c to r y  rem arks by th e  w ell-know n
26 27s c h o la r s  H.A.R. Gibb and Edward A. W esterm arck. N e v e r th e le s s ,  Cham­
p io n  p ro v id e s  o n ly  E n g lish  re n d e r in g s  o f  a l l  p ro v e rb s  in  h i s  volum e,
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acknowledge a  le n g th y  l i s t  o f  p u b lis h e d  so u rc e s  and t r a n s l a t o r s ,  b u t  does 
n o t t i e  them to  p a r t i c u l a r  p ro v e rb s .
There a re  a t o t a l  o f  1303 p ro v e rb s  in c lu d e d  u n d er h ead in g s  o f  
i n t e r e s t  h e re .  In  th e  s e c t io n  on "A sia"  we f in d  632 item s u n d er th e  
t i t l e  "A rabic  ( in c lu d in g  B edouin , D ru se , I r a q ,  M esopotam ian, and 
S y r ia n ) ."  Here in  one f e l l  swoop Champion has b lu r r e d  d i s t i n c t io n s  b e ­
tw een r e g io n a l  groups (M esopotam ian), n a t io n a l  groups ( I r a q  — n o t even 
in  a d je c t iv e  form  — and S y r ia n ) ,  and groups whose i d e n t i t i e s  a re  b ased  
on mode o f  s u b s is te n c e  (B edouins) o r  r e l i g io n  (D ru se ). The o th e r  s e c ­
t io n s  o f  i n t e r e s t  f o r  us f a l l  under th e  c o n t in e n ta l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
" A fr ic a ."  These in c lu d e  e ig h t  ite m s  u n d er "A lg e r ia n -A ra b ic  (A lg e r ia  and 
M orocco)"; 2h5 item s u n d er "E g y p tian -A rab ic  ( in c lu d in g  B abylonian  and 
C o p t)" ; 36k item s u n d er "M oorish (W estern A rab ic  and B e rb e r)" ;  39 item s 
under "S u d a n ese -A rab ic " ; f i f t e e n  ite m s  under " T u n is ia n -A ra b ic ."  I t  i s  
n o t c l e a r  how Morocco came to  be s p l i t  betw een th e  A lg e ria n s  and th e  
"M oors," n o r  how th e  B aby lon ians came to  be in  E gypt. N e v e r th e le s s , th e  
e n t i r e  book i s  a rra n g e d  in  t h i s  m anner, t h a t  i s ,  by c o n t in e n t ,  th en  
group ( n a t io n a l ,  e th n ic  o r  l i n g u i s t i c ) ,  th e n  a lp h a b e t i c a l ly  by a  " c a tc h ­
word" in  th e  E n g lis h  t r a n s l a t i o n .  In  a d d i t io n ,  th e r e  i s  a s e c t io n  on 
" R e lig io n s"  which in c lu d e s  55 ite m s  under th e  h ead in g  " Is la m : The 
K oran ."  I t  i s  n o t made c l e a r ,  how ever, w hether th e s e  a re  h a d lth s  o r  
Q uran ic . A lthough c e r t a i n  e x p re s s io n s  a re  w idely-know n h a d l th s , such as 
"Seek knowledge even in  China" and " P a ra d ise  l i e s  under th e  f e e t  o f  
m o th e rs ,"  s p e c i f i c  so u rc e s  and i d e n t i t i e s  o f  "p ro v e rb s"  in  th e  "Islam "
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s e c t io n  a re  n o t c i t e d .  O v e ra l l ,  Cham pion's "book i s  a  c o n fu s in g  hodge­
podge, o f  m inim al u se  m ain ly  f o r  i t s  g e n e ra l  l i s t  o f  p u b lis h e d  so u rc e s  
and f o r  s u g g e s tin g  p ro v e rb s  w hich can be  v e r i f i e d  in  b e t t e r  docum ented 
w orks.
H .R .P . D ickson d id  n o t s e t  ou t t o  s tu d y  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s . His 
book The Arab o f  th e  D e s e r t .- A G lim pse i n t o  Badawin l i f e  in  Kuw ait and  
S a u 'd i  A r a b ia , p u b lis h e d  in  19515 d o e s , how ever, in c lu d e  f o r ty  p ro v e rb s  
" ta k e n  a t  random from  a  c o l l e c t i o n  I  have made" in  v a r io u s  p a r t s  o f
pO
A ra b ia , m ain ly  K uw ait. D ickson was a  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e r  p o s te d  
in  K uw ait, and a p p a re n tly  h e a rd  th e  p ro v e rb s  which he p re s e n ts  in  con­
v e r s a t io n  w ith  Bedouins and townsmen; some item s a re  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  sp e ­
c i f i c  in fo rm a n ts .
A lthough The Arab o f  th e  D eser t  i s  o s te n s ib ly  an e th n o g ra p h ic  
s tu d y , i t  la c k s  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e .  The p ro v e rb s , w h ile  g iv en  in  
A rab ic  s c r i p t  and E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  a re  in c o n s i s t e n t ly  t r a n s l i t e r a t e d ;  
21 a re  p o o r ly  r e n d e re d , a p p a re n tly  in  l i t e r a r y  r a t h e r  th a n  c o l lo q u ia l  
A ra b ic , and n in e te e n  have no t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n .  D ickson does n o t c r o s s -  
re fe re n c e  h i s  work w ith  o th e r  c o l l e c t io n s  n o r  c i t e  v a r i a n ts .  The book 
i s  c l e a r l y  an e thnog raphy  f o r  p o p u la r  r a t h e r  th a n  academ ic consum ption; 
s t i l l ,  i t  c o n ta in s  some v a lu a b le  in fo rm a tio n  on th e  B edouins, p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  o f  K uw ait.
Anis F ra y h a 's  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  Lebanese p ro v e rb s  i s  one o f  th e  m ost 
w id e ly  c i t e d  and b e s t  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  w ith  E n g lish  t r a n s ­
l a t i o n .  F i r s t  p u b lis h e d  in  1953 under th e  t i t l e  Modern Lebanese Pro­
v e r b s , th e  work re a p p e a re d  as A D ic tio n a ry  o f  Modern Lebanese P roverbs  
in  197^- F rayha  c o l l e c t e d  h i s  k,2bQ  p ro v e rb s  from " P e o p le 's  d a i ly  con­
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v e r s a t io n "  in  Has a l-M a tn , a  sm a ll p red o m in an tly  Druze v i l l a g e  e a s t  o f  
B e i r u t .  A lthough F rayha does g iv e  c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s  t o  o th e r  A rab ic  c o l ­
l e c t i o n s  from Lebanon, S y r ia ,  I r a q ,  P a l e s t i n e ,  Egypt and T ra n s jo rd an  as 
w e l l  as l im i te d  e th n o g ra p h ic  and c o n te x tu a l  in fo rm a tio n , he comments:
Those who i n s i s t ,  in  h i s t o r i c  and s c i e n t i f i c  w orks, upon docum enta­
t i o n  and c i t a t i o n  w i l l  be d is a p p o in te d  in  f in d in g  n o th in g  o f  t h i s  
s o r t  in  t h i s  work. N e v e r th e le s s , we b e l ie v e  t h a t  l iv in g  men and 
women a re  th e  b e s t  a u th e n t ic  so u rc e  f o r  c o l l e c t i n g  p ro v e rb s , d e te r ­
m ining  t h e i r  t r u e  p ro n u n c ia tio n  and m ean in g .29
The p ro v e rb s  a re  g iven  in  p a r t i a l l y  vow elled  A rab ic  s c r i p t  and in  
t r a n s l a t i o n ;  F rayha  re c o g n iz e s  th e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n  " f o r  
th e  sake  o f  d ia le c to lo g y "  b u t  say s  t h a t  i t  was im p o ss ib le  due t o  th e  
a v a i l a b le  p r in t in g  f a c i l i t i e s .  He has  r e t a in e d  some o f  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ' 
concerns  w ith  " in d e l ic a te "  m a t e r i a l ,  a lth o u g h  n o t to  th e  e x te n t  o f  cen­
s o r in g  i t .  He w r i t e s . t h a t  "We m ust a p o lo g iz e  to  th e  r e a d e r  f o r  th e  i n ­
c lu s io n  o f  o b je c t io n a b le  p ro v e rb s . But in  a  c o l l e c t io n  o f  p ro v erb s  w hich
c la im s c o m p le te n e ss , and f o r  th e  sake  o f  s o c io lo g ic a l  and p sy c h o lo g ic a l
30s t u d i e s ,  i t  was deemed n e c e s sa ry  t o  in c lu d e  th e  's m u t ty ' o n e s ."  Over­
a l l ,  F ra y h a ’ s c o l l e c t i o n ,  a rra n g e d  in  A rab ic  a lp h a b e t ic a l  o r d e r ,  i s  a 
v a lu a b le  compendium o f c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v erb s  c o l l e c te d  in  th e  f i e l d ,  
th o ro u g h ly  c ro s s - r e f e r e n c e d  i n t e r n a l l y ,  and g iven  in  a  form at w hich 
makes i t  u s e fu l  f o r  f o lk lo r e  s c h o la r s h ip .
Two c o l l e c t io n s  w hich ap p eared  in  1968 a re  in c lu d e d  h e re .  In  t h a t  
y e a r ,  Mohamed A b d e lk afi p u b lis h e d  One Hundred A ra b ic  P roverbs from
L ib y a .  A b d e lk a f i 's  aim , as he d e s c r ib e s  i t ,  i s  " to  in tro d u c e  t o  non-
31Arab re a d e r s  a  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  s e le c t io n "  o f  L ibyan p ro v e rb s , a lth o u g h  
he f a i l s  to  in d ic a te  w hat makes th e s e  s p e c i f i c  p ro v e rb s  " r e p r e s e n ta t iv e ."
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A b d e lk a fi* s  p ro v e rb s  a re  p re s e n te d  in  a r b i t r a r y  o rd e r ,  w ith  u n - 
vow elled  A rab ic  s c r i p t ,  no t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n ,  a  l i t e r a l  t r a n s l a t i o n  and, 
in  some c a s e s ,  a  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  m eaning in  a d d i t io n  to  th e  t r a n s l a ­
t i o n .  He g iv e s  a f a i r  amount o f  e th n o g ra p h ic  e x p la n a t io n , l i t t l e  con­
t e x t u a l  d a ta ,  and no acknowledgem ent o f  s o u rc e s ,  a lth o u g h  he says t h a t  
th e s e  p ro v erb s  a re  c u r r e n t  in  L ibya . There a re  no c ro s s - r e f e r e n c e s  to  
o th e r  A rab ic  c o l l e c t io n s  o r  v a r i a n t s , a lth o u g h  th e  a u th o r  in c lu d e s  what 
he r e f e r s  t o  as " e q u iv a le n t” E n g lish  p ro v e rb s . The m ain v i r t u e  o f  th e  
c o l l e c t i o n  i s  in  p ro v id in g  Libyan A rab ic  p ro v e rb  t e x t s  w ith  t r a n s l a t i o n ;  
th e  la c k  o f  s p e c i f i c  in fo rm a tio n  re g a rd in g  th e  a c tu a l  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  th e  
p ro v e rb s  i s ,  how ever, a m ajo r sho rtcom ing .
Fatma M. Mahgoub’s A L in g u is t ic  S tu d y  o f  C a irene  P ro v e rb s ,  a ls o
p u b lis h e d  in  1968, i s ,  a s  th e  t i t l e  i n d i c a t e s ,  n o t  in te n d e d  as a  f o lk -
l o r i s t i c  c o l l e c t i o n .  M ahgoub's concern  i s  w ith  e x te r n a l  and fo rm al
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  p ro v e rb s . N e v e r th e le s s , b a se d  as i t  i s  on "900
p ro v e rb s  c u r r e n t  in  contem porary  C a irene  c o l lo q u ia l  A r a b ic . . .rep ro d u c e d  
32from memory," th e  work makes a v a i la b le  some v a lu a b le  raw d a ta  in  a d d i­
t i o n  t o  a  w e a lth  o f  in fo rm a tio n  on s t y l e ,  phono logy , m orphology and 
s y n ta x , as w e ll  as c u r r e n t  u sag e . W hile th e  p ro v e rb s  a re  n o t w r i t t e n  in  
A rab ic  s c r i p t ,  th e y  a re  re n d e re d  in  c a r e f u l  phonemic t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n  and 
E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n .  Mahgoub a ls o  checked h e r  r e p e r to i r e  a g a in s t  o th e r  
c o l l e c t i o n s ,  in c lu d in g  th o se  o f  B u rckhard t and Champion.
The most r e c e n t  o f  ou r c o l l e c t io n s  i s  L e b a n o n P r o v e r b s  and 
M axims, p u b lis h e d  by Je an  C-abril i n  1972. G a b r i l ’ s pu rp o se  ap p ears  t o  
be a k in  to  t h a t  o f  A b d e lk afi o f  in tro d u c in g  Arab c u l t u r e ,  th ro u g h  p ro ­
v e rb s ,  to  non-A rabs. He w r i te s :  " I  t r i e d  my b e s t  t o  choose on ly  th o se
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p ro v erb s  and w ise  sa y in g s  w hich w ere cap ab le  o f  i n t e r e s t i n g  th e  fo re ig n  
r e a d e r  hy  t h e i r  e x o tic  f la v o u r  o r  hy th e  f a i t h f u l  image w hich th e y  g iv e  
o f  th e  Lebanese g e n iu s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  and o f  th e  Arab and M id easte rn  
g e n iu s  in  g e n e r a l .” G a b r il  p r e s e n ts  h i s  1*86 item s in  A rab ic  a lphabe­
t i c a l  o rd e r  by th e  f i r s t  l e t t e r ,  n o t by th e  ro o t  as i s  more common.
They a re  in  unvow elled  A rab ic  s c r i p t  accom panied by t r a n s l a t i o n s  in to  
E n g l is h ,  F rench  and S p a n ish . However, he c i t e s  no s o u rc e s , p a r a l l e l s  
o r  e th n o g ra p h ic  o r  c o n te x tu a l  in fo rm a tio n . Thus, a g a in  l i k e  A b d e lk a f i’s 
Libyan c o l l e c t i o n ,  th e  m ain v a lu e  o f  G a b r i l ’ s work i s  in  g iv in g  a  num­
b e r  o f  p ro v erb s  w ith  A rab ic  s c r i p t  which can be u sed  as d a ta ,  p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  f o r  c o n te n t a n a ly s i s .
The m ajo r c o n s id e ra t io n s  when u t i l i z i n g  c o l l e c t io n s  such  as  th e  
ones d e s c r ib e d  and u sed  h e re  have to  do w ith  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  i n d iv i ­
d u a l works and c o n s is te n c y  among th e  g roup . R e l i a b i l i t y  r e s t s  on th e  
fundam ental q u e s t io n , Can we t r u s t  someone e l s e ’s d a ta ?  T his q u e s tio n  
in  tu r n  r e l a t e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  s c h o la r ly  r ig o r  as a p p lie d  by th e  au­
t h o r / c o l l e c t o r  t o  th e  w ork, and th e  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  d a ta  in  pub­
l i s h e d  form . The fo re g o in g  d is c u s s io n  (pages 2 th ro u g h  l6 )  i l l u s t r a t e s  
s t r e n g th s  and sho rtco m in g s o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  c o l le c t io n s  (see  a ls o  
T able l ) ,  from w hich we can move t o  a  few summa ry  o b s e rv a t io n s .
The te n  c o l l e c t i o n s  u sed  f o r  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  a re  f o r  th e  most 
p a r t  u s e fu l  d a ta  so u rc e s  so  lo n g  as t h e i r  l im i t a t i o n s  a re  bo rne  in  
m ind. In  some c a s e s ,  th e  c o l l e c t o r s  have n o t i f i e d  t h e i r  re a d e rs  t h a t  
c e r t a in  s e le c t io n  p ro c e s s e s  w ere a p p lie d ;  B u rc k h a rd t 's  t r a n s l a t i o n s  a re  
a l t e r e d  in  th e  name o f  " d e c e n c y ,"  A b d e lk afi and G a b r il  seek  to  make 
" r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  s e le c t io n s "  w hich would i n t e r e s t  fo re ig n  r e a d e r s ,  and
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J e w e tt  and D ickson have p u b lis h e d  p o r t io n s  o f  l a r g e r  c o l l e c t i o n s  th e y  
c la im  to  have made. We can be  f a i r l y  c e r t a in  t h a t  W esterm arck and 
F rayha  have n o t c o n s c io u s ly  c e n so re d  t h e i r  m a te r ia ls  to  conform  t o  any 
p a r t i c u l a r  c r i t e r i a ,  a lth o u g h  o f  c o u rse  we have no way o f  knowing 
w h e th e r , by d e s ig n  o r  o v e r s ig h t ,  some ite m s  f e l l  by  th e  w a y s id e . There 
i s  no m ention o f  i n t e n t i o n a l  c e n so rs h ip  in  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  S in g e r  o r  
Champion, b u t  a ls o  no in d ic a t io n  t h a t  th e y  a re  n o t c e n so re d .
Of c o u rs e , th e  h a z a rd s  o f  in co m p le te  d a ta  e x i s t  w ith  any f o lk -  
l o r i s t i c  s tu d y , w h e th er b a se d  on f ie ld w o rk  by th e  a n a ly s t  o r  by o th e r s .  
S in ce  v a r i a t i o n  i s  one o f  th e  h a llm a rk s  o f  f o lk l o r e ,  i t  i s  v i r t u a l l y  im­
p o s s ib le  e v e r  t o  c la im  a  "co m p le te"  c o l l e c t i o n ,  and th e  absence  o f  some­
th in g  i n  th e  a v a i la b le  d a ta  does n o t p rove  t h a t  i s  does n o t  e x i s t .  In  
th e  c a se  o f  th e  p re s e n t  s tu d y , i t  i s  n o t c la im ed  t h a t  th e  p ro v e rb  corpus 
a t  hand  i s  a  "com plete"  s e t  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s ;  n e v e r th e le s s ,  u t i l i z a t i o n  
o f  a  number o f  c o l l e c t i o n s  expands th e  a v a i la b le  d a ta  and red u ces  th e  
danger o f  m iss in g  s i g n i f i c a n t  in fo rm a tio n .
A side from  c e n so rs h ip  o f  e i t h e r  th e  d a ta  i t s e l f  o r  th e  t r a n s l a ­
t io n s  , th e r e  i s  a ls o  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  w hether th e  d a ta  has been  tam pered  
w ith .  The most b l a t a n t  in c id e n t  o f  such  a l t e r a t i o n  i s  in  th e  case  o f  
S in g e r ’s c o l l e c t i o n ,  p a r t s  o f  w hich L ittm an  " c o r re c te d "  t o  conform  to  
h i s  a s s i s t a n t ’s r e p e r t o i r e .  A lthough th e y  c la im  to  be p r e s e n t in g  au­
t h e n t i c  c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v e rb s ,  one canno t b u t  be a  l i t t l e  s u s p ic io u s  as 
w e l l  o f  Champion, A b d e lk a fi and G a b r i l ,  as t h e i r  m o tives  su g g e s t  t h a t  
"m inor" a l t e r a t i o n s  m ight be seen  to  su p p o rt s te r e o ty p e d  and " e x o t ic "  
e lem en ts  o f  c u l tu r e  w ith  w hich th e y  concern  th e m se lv e s ; t h e r e  i s ,  how­
e v e r ,  no o v e r t  e v id en ce  t h a t  th e y  have a l t e r e d  d a ta ,  and th e  c o n te n t o f
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
16
p ro v e rb s  in  t h e i r  c o l l e c t io n s  ap p ears  t o  be  c o n s is te n t  w ith  t h a t  o f  more 
t r u s t e d  c o l l e c t i o n s ,  such as W esterm arck 's  and F rayha*s. Even L ittm a n n ’ s 
tam p erin g  does n o t s e r io u s ly  a f f e c t  th e  u s e fu ln e s s  o f  S in g e r 's  A ra b ic  
P roverbs  f o r  c o n te n t a n a ly s i s ,  s in c e  th e  changes seem to  be s t r i c t l y  
l i n g u i s t i c .
In  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly s i s ,  th e n ,  we can choose t o  t r u s t  o r  n o t t r u s t  
d a ta  c o l l e c te d  by o th e r s  on th e  b a se s  o f  d o cu m en ta tio n , s t a t e d  p u rp o se , 
com p le teness  o f  p r e s e n ta t io n  ( i . e . ,  in c lu s io n  o f  n a tiv e - la n g u a g e  t e x t ,  
t r a n s l a t i o n ,  c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s ,  e th n o g ra p h ic  and c o n te x tu a l  in fo rm a tio n , 
e t c . ) ,  and c o n s is te n c y  w ith in  th e  c o l l e c t i o n  i t s e l f  and among c o l l e c ­
t i o n s .  The b e s t  o f  th e  te n  works exam ined h e re  a re  undoub ted ly  W ester- 
m a rc k 's  W it and Wisdom in  Morocco and F rayha*s M odem Lebanese P ro v e rb s , 
as th e y  a re  l a r g e  and th e r e f o r e  more "com plete"  th a n  many o th e r  w o rk s; 
in  a d d i t io n ,  th e  a u th o rs  supplem ent th e  d a ta  w ith  c ro s s - r e f e r e n c e s  and 
e th n o g ra p h ic  and c o n te x tu a l  n o te s .  F u rth e rm o re , th e y  g iv e  th e  A rab ic  
t e x t  as w e l l  as th e  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  making t h e i r  d a ta  a c c e s s ib le  to  non- 
A rab ic  sp e a k e rs  as w e ll  as e n a b lin g  th o s e  who can t o  v e r i f y  th e  t r a n s ­
l a t i o n s  o r  to  compare v a r i a n ts  in  th e  o r ig i n a l  lan g u ag e . B u rc k h a rd t 's  
A ra b ic  P roverbs  i s  a c lo s e  ru n n er-u p  f o r  th e  same r e a s o n s ,  a lth o u g h  i t  
i s  q u i te  a  b i t  s m a lle r  a  c o l l e c t io n  and th e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  a re  " c le a n e d  
u p ."  J e w e t t 's  "A rab ic  P ro v e rb s"  and M ahgoub's L in g u is t ic  S tu d y  a re  
q u i te  u s e f u l ,  a lth o u g h  th e  form er a ls o  c e n so rs  h i s  work f o r  "d ec e n c y ."  
S in g e r ’s A ra b ic  P roverbs  i s  a good so u rce  o f  m a te r ia l  f o r  c o n te n t a n a ly ­
s i s ,  a lth o u g h  L ittm a n n 's  a l t e r a t i o n s  o f  c o u rse  l i m i t  some o f  i t s  a p p l i ­
c a t io n s .  A b d e lk a fi* s  One Hundred A ra b ic  P roverbs  and G a b ril* s  Lebanon 
a re  o f  m oderate  u s e fu ln e s s ;  th e y  p ro v id e  some d a ta  b u t a re  p o o r ly  docu-
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merited and b a se d  upon su s p e c t  m o tiv es . D ic k so n 's  Arab o f  th e  D eser t  i s  
o f  l im i te d  u t i l i t y  f o r  th e  s tu d y  o f  p ro v e rb s  s in c e  i t  c o n ta in s  o n ly  f o r ty  
i te m s , i s  i n c o n s i s te n t  in  p r e s e n ta t io n  and undocum ented. F in a l ly ,  Cham­
p io n 's  r e le v e n t  p o r t io n  o f  R a c ia l P roverbs  i s  a  s t a r t i n g  p o in t  a s  i t  
p r e s e n ts  a  l a r g e  number o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , b u t  m ust be u sed  in  con junc­
t i o n  w ith  o th e r  works b ecau se  i t  i s  in  t r a n s l a t i o n  o n ly  and i s  p o o r ly  
docum ented. The fo llo w in g  a n a ly s is  p ro c e d e s , th e n ,  in  l i g h t  o f  th e  
l im i t a t i o n s  o f  p r in te d  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s .
O ra l L i te r a tu r e  in  Arab C u ltu re  
The Arab W orld i s  a r ic h  and i n t r i c a t e  b le n d  o f  e lem en ts. L ike a 
c a rp e t  from th e  looms o f  H ija z , th e  t a p e s t r y  o f  Arab c u l tu r e  i s  woven o f  
d iv e r s e  e th n ic ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  l i n g u i s t i c  and h i s t o r i c a l  th r e a d s .  Each a re a  
c o n s t i tu t e s  a m o tif  in  th e  com posite  p a t t e r n ,  i t s  shape d e te rm in ed  by 
m u lt ip le  f a c t o r s :  p r e - I s la m ic  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and h i s t o r y ;  i n te r a c t io n  
w ith  non-Arab and non-M uslim  p e o p le s ;  l i n g u i s t i c  and e th n ic  v a r i a t io n  
w ith in  th e  a re a . But i n  s p i t e  o f  th e  c o n s id e ra b le  d i v e r s i t y ,  th e r e  r e ­
m ains o v e r a l l  c u l t u r a l  c o n t in u i ty  among th e  peo p le  who c a l l  them se lves
A ra b s , much o f  w hich i s  b ased  on em o tio n a l l in k s  betw een th e  nomadic
3I;
Bedouins and o th e r  A rabs.
A lo v e  o f  v e rb a l  e x p re s s io n  has  lo n g  been c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  Arab
35c u l tu r e .  O ral p o e try  f lo u r is h e d  d u rin g  th e  J a h ih y a  among b o th  no­
madic and s e d e n ta ry  A rab s , and w ith  th e  b i r t h  and r a p id  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  
o f  Is la m , A rab ic  p o e tr y ,  b o th  s a c re d  and s e c u la r ,  c o n tin u ed  i t s  popu­
l a r i t y  among co n q u e re rs  and conquered  a l i k e .  F orm ulaic  e x p re s s io n  i s  
an e s s e n t i a l  component o f  v e rb a l  a r t  among th e  Arabs , a lth o u g h  g re a t
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em phasis i s  a ls o  p la c e d  on v e rb a tim  m em orization  o f  o r a l  and w r i t t e n  
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h is i s  e s p e c ia l ly  t r u e  among Muslim A rab s , f o r  whom memo­
r i z a t i o n  o f  a t  l e a s t  p o r t io n s  o f  th e  Quran i s  e x trem e ly  w id e sp re a d ; i t  
i s  n o t uncommon f o r  Muslims t o  commit th e  e n t i r e  h o ly  s c r i p tu r e  t o  
memory.
Of th e  numerous fo rm u la ic  form s in  th e  A rab ic  lan g u a g e , p ro b ab ly
th e  most p e rv a s iv e  i s  th e  p ro v e rb . There a re  a  g r e a t  many p ro v e rb s  in
b o th  c l a s s i c a l  A rab ic  and th e  d i a l e c t s .  As D ickson o b se rv ed  e a r l i e r  in
t h i s  c e n tu ry ,  "The Arab i s  f o re v e r  q u o tin g  p ro v e rb s  o r  sa y in g s  o f  some
p o e t o r  o th e r ,  and he seems t o  en jo y  t h i s  almo s t  as much as  s to r y  t e l l -  
37in g ."  A b d e lk a fi w r i te s  t h a t  "one m ight c la im  t h a t  [ th e  A rabs3 make
OO
more use o f  p ro v e rb s  th a n  most o th e r  n a t io n s ."
R obert A. B a rak a t s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  wide use  and d is s e m in a tio n  o f
A rab ic  p ro v erb s  may be a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  s e v e r a l  f a c to r s  in h e r e n t  in  Mus-
39lim  and non-M uslim  Arab s o c ie ty  and c u l tu r e .  R espec t f o r  l i n g u i s t i c  
prow ess i s  a  lo n g -s ta n d in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  A rabs, th e  m ost w id e ly  
known example b e in g  th e  p o e t ic  d u e ls  o f  t r i b a l  and c o u r t  p o e ts ,  b o th  p r e -  
and p o s t - H i j r a . ^  S im i la r ly ,  A rabs ta k e  " v a s t  p r i d e . . . i n  b e in g  a b le  to  
invoke p ro v e rb s  when th e  need a r i s e s "  and pay g r e a t  r e s p e c t  t o  "any p e r ­
son who i s  c a p ab le  o f  u s in g  th e s e  say in g s  c o r r e c t l y . " ^ 1" The judgm ent 
c o n cern in g  "p ro p e r"  usage i s  b a s e d  on two c r i t e r i a :  s u f f i c i e n t  fam i­
l i a r i t y  w ith  p ro v e rb s  t o  e n a b le  a  p e rso n  sp o n ta n e o u s ly  t o  evoke an ap­
p r o p r ia te  p ro v e rb , and s k i l l  i n  c o r r e c t  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  a  p ro v erb  to  th e  
s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand . The re s p e c te d  A rab ic  p ro v erb  p e rfo rm e r  has  b o th  an 
e x te n s iv e  r e p e r to i r e  o f  r e a d i ly  r e c a l l e d  p ro v e rb s  and a  se n se  o f  appro­
p r ia t e n e s s  and t im in g .
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
19
D ickson n o te s  in  r e f e re n c e  t o  p ro v erb  use  among Bedouins t h a t  
"Wot o n ly  does t h i s  p r a c t i c e  g iv e  s p ic e  to  c o n v e rs a tio n , b u t th e  p e rso n  
q u o tin g  c le v e r  s a y in g s ,  and so  f o r t h ,  knows t h a t  he g a in s  in  th e  e s t i -  
m ation  o f  h i s  fe llo w s  f o r  showing h im s e lf  a s c h o la r  and w e ll  re a d . 
D ic k so n 's  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  B edouins as w e l l - r e a d  s c h o la r s  i s  some­
w hat m is le a d in g  in  view  o f  th e  h ig h  l e v e l  o f  i l l i t e r a c y  among them , p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  two decades ago when he w ro te ;  n e v e r th e le s s ,  as B a ra k a t p o in ts  
o u t ,  l e a r n in g  o r  wisdom i s  g r e a t ly  adm ired in  Arab c u l tu r e ,  a lth o u g h  i t  
n eed  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  be d e r iv e d  from  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  i n s t r u c t i o n .  
Coupled w ith  th e  re v e re n c e  w hich A rabs have f o r  t h e i r  h i s t o r y  and t r a ­
d i t i o n s  , t h i s  r e s p e c t  f o r  wisdom h e lp s  e x p la in  th e  freq u en cy  o f  p ro v e rb  
use  in  th e  c u l t u r e ,  f o r  th e  p ro v erb  i s  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  embodiment o f  
t r a d i t i o n a l  wisdom. L ike  p ro v e rb s  in  o th e r  c u l t u r e s ,  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , 
in  B a r a k a t 's  w ords, " b e a r  th e  stam p o f  ap p ro v a l from  t r a d i t i o n  and a re  
th o u g h t t o  e x p re ss  b e s t  o n e ’s th o u g h ts  on many o c c a s io n s . C u rren t 
s i t u a t i o n s  a re  s im p l i f ie d  and made f a m i l i a r  by p r o v e r b ia l  e x p re s s io n ;  
d e c is io n s  a re  made more w e ig h ty  by p r o v e r b ia l  o p in io n .
H.A.R. Gibb s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  w id esp read  use  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  
g e n e ra l  c o n v e rs a tio n  " in  th e  E a s t  as in  th e  W est" has been d e a l t  a  f a t a l  
blow by th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  "modern" — m eaning W estern  — e d u c a t io n , and 
t h a t  " th e  younger g e n e ra tio n  a re  r a p id ly  lo s in g  t h e i r  f a t h e r 's  memory o f  
and t a s t e  f o r  p ro v e rb s . W ithou t a c c u ra te  c o n te x tu a l  d a ta  on c u r r e n t  
u se  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  Arab s o c ie ty  i t  i s  im p o ss ib le  t o  make any f irm  ju d g ­
m en ts , b u t  G ib b 's  p o in t  i s  d e b a ta b le  in  l i g h t  o f  a v a i l a b le  e v id e n c e . To 
b e g in  w i th ,  Gibb r e s t s  h i s  a s s e r t i o n  on an im p l ic i t  assum ption  o f  de­
c re a s e d  i l l i t e r a c y  due to  th e  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  fo rm al e d u c a tio n  in  th e
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Arab W orld. In  f a c t ,  w h ile  th e  ran k s  o f  th e  ed u c a te d  have in c re a s e d  in
r e c e n t  d e c ad e s , th e  number o f  i l l i t e r a t e  peo p le  has  a ls o  in c re a s e d  in
many p la c e s  because  p o p u la t io n  grows f a s t e r  th a n  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  s y s -  
1+6tern. F u rth e rm o re , A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  a re  used  as a  dev ice  in  modern
l i t e r a t u r e ;  K h a l i l  R is k , f o r  o n e , d is c u s s e s  t h i s  phenomenon in  h is
1+7r e c e n t  d i s s e r t a t i o n .  As f o r  c o n v e rs a t io n a l  c o n te x ts ,  'Mahgoub r e p o r t s
t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  perfo rm ance o f  p ro v e rb s  i s  in  f a c t  s t i l l  common; she
sa y s  t h a t  s u b je c ts  in  t h e i r  2 0 's  w ere found to  quo te  p ro v e rb s  in  t h e i r
1+8o rd in a ry  speech  w ith o u t knowing th e y  w ere under o b s e rv a t io n  , a lth o u g h  
she does n o t in d ic a te  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  l e v e l  o f  th e s e  s u b je c t s .  Thus, 
w h ile  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  (a lth o u g h  f a r  from  c e r t a in )  t h a t  c o n v e rs a tio n a l  use  
o f  p ro v e rb s  by W e ste rn -ed u ca ted  young Arabs h as  d e c re a se d , th e s e  same 
in d iv id u a ls  rem ain p a s s iv e  (and  p o s s ib ly  a c t iv e )  b e a re r s  o f  p ro v erb s  as 
f o l k l o r i c  item s and a c t iv e  b e a r e r s  o f  c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v e rb s  as l i t e r a r y  
d e v ic e s . In  a d d i t io n ,  because  a  l a r g e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  th e  o v e r a l l  popu­
l a t i o n  rem ains i l l i t e r a t e ,  i t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  p ro v e rb s  have rem ained  b o th  
v ia b le  and v i t a l  in  contem porary  Arab s o c i e t i e s .
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CHAPTER I I
THE ARAB WORLD: CONTINUITY AND DIVERSITY
What i s  an Arab?
The "Arab W orld" i s  a t  f i r s t  g lan ce  easy  t o  d e f in e .  Yet a more 
p ro lo n g ed  gaze in to  th e  e lem en ts o f  w hich th e  Arab World i s  composed r e ­
v e a ls  an i n t r i c a t e  maze o f  d e t a i l s  w hich p u rp o r t  t o  d e f in e  th e  "Arab" 
b u t  w hich d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from  one group t o  th e  n e x t and one p a r t  
o f  th e  re g io n  to  a n o th e r . "Arab" i s  n e i th e r  a r e l i g io u s  n o r  a  r a c i a l ,  
a l i n g u i s t i c  n o r a  n a t io n a l  d e s ig n a t io n , a lth o u g h  a l l  o f  th o s e  f a c to r s  
c o n tr ib u te  t o  th e  t o t a l  p i c t u r e .  I t  i s  a  te rm  used  by b o th  th o se  who 
c o n s id e r  th em se lv es  Arabs and th o se  who do n o t .  Hence some w orking 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  term  "Arab" i s  e s s e n t i a l ,  in  p a r t  b ecau se  we i n ­
te n d  to  examine A rab ic  p ro v erb s  and in  p a r t  b ecau se  o f  th e  e v e r  more 
p rom inen t p o s i t io n  o ccu p ied  by A rabs in  th e  i n t e r n a t io n a l  ey e .
The la r g e  number o f  n a tio n s  and th e  concom m itantly  e x te n s iv e  geo­
g ra p h ic a l  a re a  w hich th e y  in h a b i t  i s  one o f  th e  m ost obvious c h a ra c te r ­
i s t i c s  o f  Arabs as a  group.'*' They com prise th e  m a jo r i ty  p o p u la t io n s  o f  
tw en ty -one  n a tio n s  o f  th e  M iddle E a s t and N orth  A f r ic a ,  and c o n tr ib u te
to  m in o r ity  p o p u la tio n s  o f  many o th e r  c o u n tr ie s  o f  th e  Old and New 
2Worlds as w e l l .  S ize  a lo n e  p r o h ib i t s  hom ogeneity  w ith in  th e  group and, 
a lth o u g h  c e r t a in  c u l t u r a l  f a c to r s  a re  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s ta n t from Morocco 
to  I r a q ,  th e r e  a re  a ls o  many d i f f e r e n c e s  among Arab s o c i e t i e s .  F u r th e r -
2b
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m ore, th e r e  i s  c o n s id e ra b le  o v e r la p p in g  o f  c u l t u r a l  r e g io n s ,  and Arab 
a s p e c ts  o f  s o c ie ty  have s y n c re t iz e d  w ith  ind igenous f a c to r s  w herever 
Arab and non-A rab m et, so t h a t  th e  c u l t u r a l  m ix tu re s  v a ry  from  p la c e  
t o  p la c e .
Most Arabs sp eak  some d i a l e c t  o f  A rab ic  as t h e i r  m o ther to n g u e , 
and a lth o u g h  t h i s  f a c t  i s  o f te n  u sed  as  a  m inim al c r i t e r i o n  in  d e f in in g
» O
" th e  A rab ,"  i t  a ls o  ig n o re s  th e  e m ig ra n t’s c h i ld  o r  g ra n d c h ild  who
does n o t speak  A rab ic  and y e t  c la im s  Arab i d e n t i t y .  P erhaps th e  most
f r u i t f u l  approach  i s  t o  con ce iv e  o f  Arabs as in d iv id u a ls  who p o s s e s s  a l l
o r  some o f  a  com bination  o f  t r a i t s  w hich  make them c o n s id e r  th em se lv es
Arabs and who, as R ic h a rd  'Weekes s u g g e s ts ,  " id e n t i f y  w ith  th e  h e r i t a g e
o f  th e  Arabs and th o s e  c u l t u r a l  v a lu e s  and a s p i r a t io n s  un ique  to  Arabs
w h e th e r th e y  be M oroccan o r  S y r ia n ,  C h r is t ia n  o r  M uslim , fa rm er o r  
,1
b u sin essm an , o r ,  c a te g o r ie s  w hich he o m its , n a t iv e  o r  e x p a t r io t .  One 
o f  th e  t r a i t s  w hich m ust be  c o n s id e re d  i s  b io lo g ic a l  d e sc e n t from  p e r ­
sons who re g a rd (e d )  th em se lv es  as  A rab s , who spoke A rab ic  as t h e i r  na­
t i v e  language  and who were c u l t u r a l l y  and s o c ia l ly  w ith in  th e  p a le  o f  
Arab t r a d i t i o n .  C e r ta in ly ,  g iv en  th e s e  p r e r e q u i s i t e s ,  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly ­
s i s  m ust r e s t  on w h e th e r  th e  in d iv id u a l  re g a rd s  t h i s  b i o c u l tu r a l  h e r i ­
ta g e  as d e c is iv e :  does he o r  she i d e n t i f y  w ith  Arab c u l tu r e ?  Such id e n ­
t i t y  i s  b a sed  on numerous f a c t o r s ,  and p rim ary  among them a re  h i s t o r y ,  
la n g u a g e , h i s t o r i c a l  hom eland and numerous c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s .
R eg io n a l B oundaries and O verlaps 
The names by w hich we know th e  reg io n s  o f  th e  w o rld  a re  s im u l­
ta n e o u s ly  co n v en ien t and m is le a d in g . P o l i t i c a l  and c u l t u r a l  b o u n d a rie s
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f r e q u e n t ly  a re  n o t co te rm in o u s; fu r th e rm o re , c u l t u r a l  re g io n s  a re  s e l ­
dom i s o l a t e d ,  d i s c r e te  e n t i t i t e s  w hich can b e  t r e a t e d  as i f  e n t i r e l y  
s e p a r a te d  from t h e i r  n e ig h b o rs . We a re  concerned  h e re  w ith  p ro v e rb s  
from  th o se  n a tio n s  w hich to g e th e r  com prise th e  ’’Arab W orld ,” a  d e s ig ­
n a t io n  b a se d  upon l i n g u i s t i c  and c u l t u r a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  and p o l i t i c a l  
i d e n t i t y .  G e o g ra p h ic a lly  and c u l t u r a l l y ,  th e  Arab c o u n tr ie s  b e lo n g  to  
some — o r  a l l  — o f  f iv e  g e o c u ltu ra l  r e g io n s :  th e  Arab W orld, th e  Medi­
te r r a n e a n ,  th e  Near E a s t ,  th e  M iddle E a s t ,  and A f r ic a  (see  T ab le  2 ) .
Each o f  th e s e  re g io n s  has  c e r t a in  i d e n t i f y in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  one 
sh ad in g  in to  th e  n e x t ,  and th e  Arab c o u n tr ie s  w hich f a l l  w i th in  more 
th a n  one d is p la y  t r a i t s  o f  a l l  th o se  re g io n s  in  w hich th e y  a re  in c lu d e d . 
We canno t p ro p e r ly  i n s i s t  t h a t  th e  Arab W orld i s  a  d i s c r e te  e n t i t y  cu t 
o f f  from  i t s  n e ig h b o rs  to  th e  n o r th ,  so u th  and e a s t ,  n o r  can we defend  a 
view  o f  ’’Arab" c u l tu r e  as a  c o n s is te n t  e n t i t y  w ith in  th e  g e o g ra p h ic a l 
bounds o f  th e  Arab W orld.
How th e n  can we d isc u s s  s i m i l a r i t i e s  and d i f f e r e n c e s  among Arab 
s o c i e t i e s  in  a f r u i t f u l  way? As J .  Davis say s  o f  th e  M e d ite rra n e a n , we 
m ust
Make no s tro n g  c la im s : adm it t h a t  th e  peo p le  who l i v e  h e re  a re  o f  
m arkedly  d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  — M uslim s, C h r i s t i a n s ,  Jew s; sh e p h e rd s , 
f a rm e rs , f a c to ry  w orkers and b a n k e rs ;  c o r p o r a l i s t s , com m unists, Arab 
s o c i a l i s t s  and p a r l ia m e n ta ry  dem ocrats . But th e n  re c o g n iz e  t h a t  th e y  
have been  t r a d in g  and t a l k i n g ,  co nquering  and c o n v e r t in g , m arry ing  
and m ig ra tin g  f o r  s ix  o r  seven th o u san d  y e a rs  — i s  i t  th e n  u n rea ­
so n a b le  t o  assume t h a t  some a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  m eaning can be g iv en  to  
th e  te rm  EArabl W orld?5
In  o rd e r  to  g e n e ra te  an a b s t r a c t io n  w hich w ould subsume a l l  Mid­
d le  E a s te rn  Arab s o c ie t i e s  and exc lude  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  w o rld , we must 
re g a rd  th e  a r e a ’s u n i ty  as a  consequence o f  in te r c o u r s e  betw een p e o p le
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TABLE 2
ARAB COUNTRIES AND GEOCULTURAL REGIONS
M e d ite rran e a n N ear E a s t Arab W orld M iddle E a s t A f r ic a
Spain XX XX XX XX
M alta XX {M alta) XX XX
F ran ce XX XX XX XX
I t a l y XX XX XX XX
Cyprus Cyprus XX XX XX
S ou thern S ou thern XX XX XX
Y u g o slav ia Y ugoslav ia
A lb a n ia A lb an ia XX XX XX
G reece Greece XX XX XX
SYRIA2 SYRIA SYRIA SYRIA XX
LEBANON LEBANON LEBANON LEBANON XX
PALESTINE PALESTINE PALESTINE PALESTINE XX
XX JORDAN JORDAN JORDAN XX
XX IRAQ IRAQ IRAQ XX
XX SAUDI ARABIA SAUDI ARABIA SAUDI ARABIA XX
XX KUWAIT KUWAIT KUWAIT XX
XX BAHRAIN BAHRAIN BAHRAIN XX
XX QATAR QATAR QATAR XX
XX U .A .E .3 U.A .E. U.A.R. XX
XX OMAN OMAN OMAN XX
XX P.D .R .Y . P .D .R .Y . P.D .R .Y . XX
XX Y.A.R. Y.A.R. Y.A.R. XX
EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT EGYPT
LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA LIBYA
TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA TUNISIA
ALGERIA ALGERIA ALGERIA ALGERIA ALGERIA
MOROCCO MOROCCO MOROCCO MOROCCO MOROCCO
XX SUDAN SUDAN SUDAN SUDAN
XX XX MAURETANIA XX MAURETANIA
XX XX SOMALIA XX SOMALIA
Turkey Turkey XX Turkey XX
XX XX XX I ra n XX
XX XX XX A fg h an is tan XX
XX XX XX (P a k is ta n )3 XX
"'"Maltese i s  sometim es c o n s id e re d  a  d i a l e c t  o f  A ra b ic ; how ever,
c u l t u r a l l y  M alta  i s  more c lo s e ly  a l ig n e d  w ith  M ed ite rran ean  Europe.
Hence th e  in c lu s io n  h e re  i s  on l i n g u i s t i c ,  n o t  c u l t u r a l ,  c r i t e r i a .
2
C a p i ta l  l e t t e r s  in d ic a te  c o u n tr ie s  in c lu d e d  f o r  t h i s s tu d y .
^ P a k is ta n  i s  in c lu d e d  in  th e  M iddle E a s t  hy some a u th o rs  and
ex c lu d ed  hy  o th e r s .
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o f  d iv e r s e  s o c i e t i e s  em anating from a  v a r i e ty  o f  m o tiv es . Such an ab­
s t r a c t  image m ust in c lu d e , as does D a v is ’s image o f  th e  M e d ite rra n e a n , 
th e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and p ro c e s se s  w hich were c r e a te d  to  prom ote i n te r a c t io n  
as w e ll  as ’’th o se  r e l i c s  w hich were c re a te d  by i t  and now ap p ear d i f -  
fu se d  in  c e r t a i n  z o n e s , i f  n o t th ro u g h o u t th e  a r e a . ” S o c ia l  f a c to r s  in  
th e  Arab W orld have r e s u l t e d  from lo n g  in t e r a c t io n  o f  v a r ie d  p eo p le s  and 
must th e r e f o r e  be view ed h i s t o r i c a l l y  as w e ll  a s  s y n c h ro n ic a l ly .
What i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  p r o c e s s e s ,  and ’’r e l i c s "  combine t o  b r in g  u n i ty  
o u t o f  th e  h e te ro g e n e i ty  o f  th e  Arab M iddle E a s t?  The m ost obvious a re  
th e  Muslim r e l i g io n  and th e  A rab ic  language  (se e  b e lo w ), w hich sp re a d  
in  u n iso n  from  th e  A rab ian  P e n in su la . Is la m  as th e  predom inan t r e l i g io n  
and A rab ic  as th e  m ajo r language in  Arab c o u n tr ie s  h e lp  to  u n ify  th e  
a re a  in  s p i t e  o f  th e  c e n t r i f u g a l  p u l l  o f  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  p o l i t i c s  and c u l­
t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  w hich exem plify  on a  m assive  s c a le  th e  A rab ic  p roverb  
"My b r o th e r  and I  a g a in s t  my c o u s in ; my co u sin  and I  a g a in s t  a  s t r a n g e r ."  
Is lam  was b u i l t  upon th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  i t s  S e m itic  fo re b e a r s ,  C h ris ­
t i a n i t y  and Juda ism , and s in c e  th e  se v en th  c e n tu ry  o f  t h i s  e r a  M uslim s, 
Jews and C h r is t ia n s  have in te r a c t e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  M iddle E a s t .  S im ila r ­
l y ,  A rab ic  was in tro d u c e d  q u i te  l a t e  to  some p a r t s  o f  th e  Arab W orld, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  N orth  A f r ic a ,  where i t  ab so rbed  c e r t a in  f e a tu re s  o f  in d i ­
genous la n g u a g e s , some o f  w hich s t i l l  c o - e x is t  w ith  A ra b ic . I t  i s  th e  
com bination  o f  A rab ic  as th e  dom inant v e rn a c u la r  and Is la m  as th e  domi­
n a n t r e l i g io n  w hich have p ro v id e d  f o r  th e  d i s t in g u is h in g  homogeneous
7
ou tlo o o k  and b e h a v io r  o f  th e  a re a  as a  w hole m  s p i t e  o f  v a r ia t io n s
Q
from one re g io n  o r  p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t y  t o  a n o th e r .
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A rabs P r io r  t o  Islam  
B efore  d e lv in g  in to  th e  f a c to r s  which h e lp  t o  i d e n t i f y  th e  con­
tem porary  A rab , i t  i s  v i t a l  t o  have some knowledge o f  th e  o r ig in a l  
A ra b s , t h a t  i s , th e  p e o p le  o f  th e  A rabian P e n in s u la  who l e f t  t h e i r  home­
la n d  in  th e  se v en th  c e n tu ry  C.E. t o  p r o l i f e r a t e  t h e i r  name and t h e i r
9c u l tu r e  th ro u g h o u t much o f  A s ia , A f r ic a  and E urope.
E a r ly  Arab h i s to r y  and t r i b a l  g e n a lo g ie s  w ere t r a n s m i t te d  fo r  th e  
m ost p a r t  in  le g e n d s , p ro v e rb s  and o r a l  p o e try .  I t  i s  s a id  t h a t  th e  
f i f th - g e n e r a t io n  d e scen d en ts  o f  S hem ^ e s ta b l i s h e d  a  mass s e tt le m e n t  in  
p re s e n t-d a y  Yemen. Sometime around  3500 B .C .E . a  l a r g e  group o f  Sem ites 
m ig ra te d  no rth w ard  a lo n g  th e  w e s te rn  c o a s t o f  A ra b ia , a c ro s s  th e  Suez 
P e n in su la  and in to  E gypt. , w here th e y  mixed w ith  th e  Hamitic"''"1" t r i b e s  to  
form  th e  a n c ie n t  E g y p tia n s , th e  f i r s t  peop le  t o  b u i ld  s to n e  s t r u c tu r e s  
and to  develop  a  s o l a r  c a le n d a r . A nother S em itic  m ig ra to ry  movement 
t r a n s p i r e d  a round  th e  same tim e  as a  group t r a v e le d  a lo n g  th e  e a s te rn  
A rab ian  c o a s t  and in to  th e  T ig r is -E u p h ra te s  v a l l e y .  There th e  S em itic  
i m m ig r a n t s  m ixed w ith  th e  a n c ie n t  Sum erians t o  form  th e  B ab y lo n ian s , in ­
v e n to rs  o f  th e  a rch  and th e  v a u l t ,  th e  w heeled c a r t ,  and a system  of 
w e ig h ts  and m easu res . A th o u san d  y e a rs  l a t e r  more Sem ites moved n o r th  
from  Yemen in to  S y r ia  and P a l e s t i n e ,  where in te rm a r r ia g e  p roduced  th e  
A m orites and P h o e n ic ia n s , who in  tu r n  p a re n te d  th e  C a rth a g in ia n s  and 
who developed  th e  f i r s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  a lp h a b e tic  system  o f  w r i t in g .
The n e x t 2300 y e a rs  w itn e s s e d  numerous m ig r a t io n s ,  co n q u ests  and 
em p ires . Juda ism , th e  f i r s t  m o n o th e is tic  r e l i g io n  and th e  base  upon 
w hich C h r i s t i a n i ty  and Is la m  were b u i l t ,  was e s ta b l i s h e d  in  P a le s t in e  
betw een 1500 and 1200 B .C .E . A s e r i e s  o f  reg im es c o n t r o l le d  th e  Arab
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hom eland u n t i l  th e  s ix t h  c e n tu ry  B .C .E ., when th e  P e r s ia n s  s e iz e d  con- 
t o l  o f  w hat i s  modern I r a n ,  p a r t s  o f  P a k is ta n ,  A fg h a n is ta n , A sia  M inor 
and G reece , as w e l l  a s  E g y p t, L ib y a , P a l e s t i n e ,  S y r ia  and I r a q .  The 
P e r s ia n s  l o s t  t h e i r  h o ld  in  th e  f o u r th  c e n tu ry  B .C .E . as A lexander th e  
G rea t o f  Macedon d e fe a te d  them  and e s ta b l i s h e d  n o t on ly  h i s  em pire b u t 
a ls o  a  f irm  p o s i t io n  in  M iddle E a s te rn  f o lk lo r e  w hich p e r s i s t s  t o  t h i s  
d a y .12
By th e  second  c e n tu ry  C.E. Rome had s e iz e d  a l l  o f  A le x a n d e r’s 
em pire from  L ibya to  I r a q .  As Rome became C h r i s t i a n iz e d ,  so  d id  many 
o f  h e r  s u b je c ts  in  S y r ia ,  P a le s t in e  and E gypt. V arious Arab s t a t e s  were 
e s ta b l i s h e d ,  in c lu d in g  th e  n o r th e rn  Arab c i t y - s t a t e s  a t  P e t r a  and P a l ­
m yra. The d e s e r t  in s u la te d  much o f  A ra b ia  from Roman in f lu e n c e s , b u t  
c o n ta c ts  w ere m a in ta in e d  betw een th e  p eo p le  o f  th e  p e n in s u la  and th e  
r e s t  o f  th e  w o rld . From 750 to  250 B .C .E . th e  Sabaens o f  contem porary  
Yemen t r a d e d  goods from  th e  E a s t to  th e  Romans and ta x e d  th e  caravan  
ro u te s  u n t i l  th e  Romans found t h e i r  p r ic e s  so e x h o rb i ta n t  t h a t  th e y  r e ­
opened th e  a n c ie n t  c a n a l th ro u g h  th e  Suez P e n in s u la ,  e n a b lin g  Roman and 
E g y p tian  m erchant s h ip s  t o  p ly  t h e i r  t r a d e  d i r e c t l y  w ith  th e  O r ie n t. 
I n te r n a t io n a l  commerce th ro u g h  th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la  was v i r t u a l l y  e l i ­
m in a te d , and th e  so u th  A rab ian  t r i b e s  r e v e r te d  t o  t h e i r  fo rm er s ty l e  o f  
l i f e  and w o rsh ip , g e n e ra l ly  o f  th e  moon, i t  i s  b e l ie v e d ,  a lth o u g h  l i t t l e  
i s  known o f  th e  p r e - I s l im ic  r e l i g io u s  b e l i e f s  o f  th e  A rabs.
As th e  s ix t h  c e n tu ry  B .C .E . drew to  a  c lo s e ,  A rab ia  was to r n  by 
c o n f l i c t s  in  Yemen betw een C h r i s t i a n ,  Jew ish  and pagan t r i b e s ,  by fo re ig n  
dom ination  in  some p la c e s  and anarchy  in  o th e r s .  The tim e was r ip e  fo r  
a new s p i r i t u a l  movement.
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The Coming o f  Is la m
In  th e  e a r ly  y e a rs  o f  th e  se v e n th  c e n tu ry  C.E. a  r e l i g io u s  f i r e  
was i g n i t e d  in  th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la  w hich "burned i t s  way a c ro s s  much o f  
th e  Old World and c o n tin u e s  to  u n i te  d iv e r s e  p e o p le s  w ith in  i t s  s p i r i ­
t u a l  glow . The p ro p h e t o f  t h i s  new r e l i g io n  was Muhammad, an orphan o f  
th e  Quraysh t r i b e .  He was b o rn  in  Mecca in  570 C.E. and r e a r e d  i n i ­
t i a l l y  by h i s  g r a n d fa th e r  and l a t e r  by an u n c le . As a  m erchant who 
t r a v e le d  w ith  t r a d in g  ca rav an s  to  S y r ia ,  Muhammad had seen  som eth ing  o f  
th e  w o rld  o u ts id e  h i s  hom eland and t h i s  undoub ted ly  a f f e c te d  much o f  h i s  
l a t e r  th in k in g .
At th e  age o f  f o r t y ,  th e  P ro p h e t began t o  e x p e rie n c e  r e l i g io u s  
v is io n s  in  w hich he was i n s t r u c t e d  to  r e v iv e  th e  f a i t h  o f  God’s p re v io u s  
p ro p h e ts ,  in c lu d in g  Adam, Abraham and J e s u s ,  and to  p reach  to  humankind 
on th e  oneness o f  God. D uring  th e  su b seq u en t y e a r s ,  Muhammad c o n tin u e d  
t o  r e c e iv e  m essages from God th ro u g h  th e  a rc h a n g e l J i b r i l  (G a b r ie l) ;  
th e s e  m essages, w hich Muhammad r e c i t e d ,  w ere re c o rd e d  in  w r i t in g  and , 
under th e  o rd e rs  o f  th e  t h i r d  c a l ip h ,  cUthman, th e  d e f i n i t i v e  c o l l e c ­
t i o n ,  th e  Holy Q uran, was e s ta b l i s h e d .  I t  h as  rem ained  u n a l te re d  s in c e  
th e  se v e n th  c e n tu ry  and has been  th e  s t r o n g e s t  fo rc e  in  u n ify in g  th e  
Arab W orld and th e  non-A rab Muslim w o rld  as w e l l .
The P ro p eh t Muhammad’s in f lu e n c e  on th e  Arabs and su b se q u e n tly
on th e  p o p u la tio n s  o f  th e  la n d s  th e y  conquered  was p ro found . He l a i d
13th e  fo u n d a tio n  f o r  one o f  th e  w o r ld ’s m ajo r r e l i g i o n s ,  Is lam . He 
e s ta b l i s h e d  a  code o f  conduct in c lu s iv e  o f  a l l  a s p e c ts  o f  human l i f e ,  
in c lu d in g  m o ra l i ty ,  c r im in a l  and c i v i l  law s and pun ishm en ts , s o c ia l  
o r g a n iz a t io n ,  and econom ics; th e  C a lip h a te  was a t h e o c r a t i c  s t a t e  b ased
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on th e  Quran. Muhammad’s fo llo w e rs  p rom oted  th e  A ra b -Is la m ic  c u l t u r e ,  
w hich to  t h i s  day e x e r ts  s ig n i f i c a n t  in f lu e n c e  on th e  f a r - f lu n g  la n d s  o f  
th e  Muslim w orld  and beyond.
By th e  end o f  th e  c e n tu ry  fo llo w in g  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  P ro p h e t, th e  
Arab-M uslim  em pire ex tended  from th e  P un jab  a re a  o f  I n d ia  in  th e  E a s t ,  
West t o  th e  A t la n t ic  in  M orocco, and cu rved  back  around th e  M e d ite rra ­
nean th ro u g h  Spain  and in to  F rance  w h ere , in  732 C .E ., th e  Muslim arm ies 
w ere b lo ck e d  from f u r th e r  p e n e tr a t io n  in to  Europe a t  th e  B a t t l e  o f  P o i­
t i e r s .  Because th e  Arabs soon re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  th e y  w ere s h o r t  o f  t h e -  
n e c e s s a ry  manpower t o  manage t h e i r  v a s t  e m p ire , th e y  began  e a r ly  to  
a s s im i la te  non-Arab p o p u la tio n s  i n to  Arab t r i b a l  s t r u c tu r e .  I n i t i a l l y  
th e s e  p eo p le  were re g a rd e d  as c l i e n t s  b u t  e v e n tu a l ly  th e y  c la im ed  gene­
a lo g ic a l  d e sc e n t from  A ra b ia . Thus th e  l o y a l t i e s  and Arab i d e n t i t y  o f  
th e  contem porary  p e o p le s  from  Morocco th ro u g h  I r a q  w ere cem ented.
Not a l l  A rabs, o f  c o u rs e , a re  M uslim; n o ta b le  C h r is t ia n  p o p u la ­
t io n s  a re  found in  S y r ia ,  Lebanon, I r a q ,  P a l e s t in e ,  J o rd a n , and E gypt. 
T here a re  a ls o  Arabs who fo llo w  m in o r ity  r e l i g io n s  such  as th e  Druze in  
Lebanon and S y r ia . N e v e r th e le s s , I s la m  has  shaped  th e  c u l tu r e  and 
h i s t o r y  o f  th e s e  p e o p le s  to  such an e x te n t  t h a t  i t  i s  v i r t u a l l y  im­
p o s s ib le  t o  speak o f  Arabs w ith o u t r e f e r e n c e  to  t h e i r  I s la m ic ,  i f  n o t 
ll+M uslim , h e r i t a g e .
"Lawful M agic” : The A rab ic  Language 
One o f  th e  most pow erfu l c o n tr ib u to r s  t o  Arab i d e n t i t y ,  a  fo rc e  
s u rp a s s e d  o n ly  by r e l i g io n  as  a u n ify in g  f a c t o r  among Arabs and M uslim s, 
i s  th e  A rab ic  lan g u ag e . A lthough i n t e g r a l l y  t i e d  t o  I s la m , A rab ic  p re ­
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d a te d  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  and i s  th e  spoken medium o f  non-M uslim  A rabs as w e ll
as th e  l i t u r g i c a l  language  o f  Arab and non-A rab M uslim s. Spoken by more
th a n  160 m i l l io n  people"*"^, A rab ic  i s  th e  n a t io n a l  language  o f  th e  s t a t e s
l6o f  Worth A f r ic a ,  th e  A rab ian  P e n in su la  and th e  F e r t i l e  C re sc e n t. I t  
i s  a ls o  th e  spoken language  o f  many in h a b i ta n ts  o f  P a l e s t in e ,  o f  m inor­
i t y  groups in  I r a n  and some A fr ic a n  n a t i o n s , and o f  em ig ran ts  from  Arab 
c o u n tr ie s  now s c a t t e r e d  w orld -w id e .
Anwar Chejne o b se rv es  t h a t  A rab ic  has  lo n g  been  re g a rd e d  by Mus­
lim s g e n e ra l ly  and Arabs in  p a r t i c u l a r  as a  D iv ine  g i f t  t o  M ankind,
"un ique  in  b e a u ty  and m a je s ty , and th e  most e lo q u e n t o f  a l l  languages
17f o r  e x p re s s in g  th o u g h t and e m o tio n s ."  P h i l i p  H i t t i  h as  d e s c r ib e d  th e  
s e n tim e n ta l  a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  Arabs tow ard  t h e i r  language  th u s :
Wo p e o p le  in  th e  w o rld , p e rh a p s , m a n ife s t  such  e n th u s i a s t i c  adm ira­
t io n  f o r  l i t e r a r y  e x p re s s io n  and a re  so moved by th e  w ord, spoken o r 
w r i t t e n ,  as th e  A rabs. H ard ly  any language  seems cap ab le  o f  e x e rc i ­
s in g  o v e r th e  m inds o f  i t s  u s e rs  such  i r r e s i s t i b l e  in f lu e n c e  as 
A r a b ic . . . .The rhythm , th e  rhyme, th e  m usic p roduce  on them th e  e f f e c t  
o f  what th e y  c a l l  " la w fu l m agic" [s ih r '_ h a .la l) .
•  0 •
L in g u is t ic  a p p re c ia t io n  among Arabs i s  n o t l im i te d  to  th e  a r t i s t i c
v a lu e  o f  p o e try  b u t  ex te n d s  t o  fa sa h a  ( e lo q u e n c e ) , d e s c r ib e d  by Chejne
as " th e  a b i l i t y  to  e x p re ss  o n e s e lf  c o r r e c t l y , "  w h ich , in  th e  J a h i l lg a  as
w e ll  as in  I s la m ic  t im e s ,  was h e ld  t o  be  "one o f  th e  b a s ic  a t t r i b u t e s  o f
19th e  ’p e r f e c t  m an ,' and a  mark o f  w isdom ."
The Quran i s  view ed as th e  epitom e o f  l i n g u i s t i c  e x p re s s io n  in  
A ra b ic . The book i s  b e l ie v e d  to  have d iv in e  o r ig in  in  term s o f  i t s  
m eaning, i t s  w o rd in g , and i t s  s m a l le s t  d e t a i l s ,  b e in g , as Chejne ex­
p l a i n s ,  an e a r th ly  " t r a n s c r i p t  o f  th e  Word o f  God as p u t f o r th  i n  a
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p re s e rv e d  t a b l e t  (lawh m ahfuz)  c o n ta in in g  th e  M other o f  th e  Book (umm
•  •  •
20a l - k i t a b ) found in  th e  se v e n th  c e n tu ry  from e t e r n i t y . "  He goes on to
o bse rve  t h a t  th e  d i v in i ty  o f  th e  Quran i s  in  f a c t  acco rd ed  th e  A rab ic
language  i t s e l f ,  so  t h a t  th e  q u e s tio n  " o f  w h e th er A rab ic  was G od 's g i f t ,
and hence s u p e r io r  t o  a l l  lan g u ag es  in  b e a u ty , w e a l th ,  and n o b i l i t y ,  has
d eep ly  concerned  p h i l o l o g i s t s , th e o lo g ia n s ,  p h i lo s o p h e rs ,  r e l i g io u s
21s c h o la r s ,  and o t h e r s . "  W esterm arck n o te s  t h a t  th e  spoken word i s
w id e ly  b e l ie v e d  by A rabs t o  have in h e re n t  power and an a b i l i t y  t o  b r in g
22abou t " i t s  own r e a l i z a t i o n . "
R e l ig io n , th e n ,  c a r r i e d  language  to  th e  f a r  c o rn e rs  o f  th e  em pire 
even as language  c a r r i e d  r e l i g i o n .  In  th e  I s la m ic  e r a ,  language  and 
r e l i g io n  became th o ro u g h ly  in te r tw in e d  so as t o  be in s e p a r a b le ;  y e t  th e  
hom ogen ization  o f  th e  two d id  n o t alw ays e x i s t ,  as e v id en ced  in  th e  
c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  c e n tu ry  im m edia te ly  p re c e d in g  th e  adven t o f  
I s la m . W illiam  P o lk  w r i te s  t h a t  t h i s  c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  " a lth o u g h  
th e  r e s u l t  o f  pagan c u l tu r e s  and e x p re s s in g  a  s o c ia l  e th o s  o f te n  in  con­
f l i c t  w ith  I s la m , i s  so  h ig h ly  p r iz e d  as  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  t r e a s u r y  o f
2o
A rab ic  as t o  be b ro u g h t i n to  th e  sc h o o ls  o f  th e o lo g y ."
Chejne p o r tr a y s  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  r o le  o f  th e  A rab ic  lan g u a g e , which 
re a c h e d  beyond i t s  r e l i g io u s  s ig n i f ic a n c e  in  A ra b -Is la m ic  c u l tu r e .
A rab ic  s e rv e d  as th e  l i t e r a r y  lan g u ag e  o f  th e  v a s t  Muslim E m pire, in ­
c lu d in g  Spain  and , f o r  a  t im e , S i c i l y .  I t  had  g e n e ra l  ap p ea l as a  medium 
o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e x p re s s io n  f o r  Muslim and non-M uslim  a l i k e ,  and a c q u ire d  
a  u n iv e r s a l  c h a r a c te r  in  th e  n in th  and t e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  For th e  p io u s
i t  was a d iv in e  lan g u a g e ; f o r  th e  s c h o la r  i t  was c l e a r ,  e x p re s s iv e ,
2hf l e x i b l e  and r i c h .
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As A rab ic  s p re a d  d u r in g  th e  f i r s t  c e n tu ry  o f  Muslim e x p a n sio n , i t  
e n c o u n te re d  a t  l e a s t  th r e e  h ig h ly  s o p h is t ic a te d  languages w ith  lo n g  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  t r a d i t i o n s :  P e r s ia n ,  S y r ia c  and G reek. A ra b ic , a s  J a b ra  I .  
J a b ra  o b se rv e s , "ab so rb ed  th e  f u l l  s t r e n g th  o f  each  o f  th o s e  languages
w hich w ere spoken by th e  new s u b je c ts  o f  th e  conquering  r a c e ,  m ost o f
25whom w ere soon c o n v e rte d  t o  I s la m ."  A lthough J a b r a 1s u se  o f  th e  term
" ra c e "  i s  in a p p r o p r ia te ,  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  th e  languages o f  th o se  peo p le
conquered  by th e  Arabs m ing led  w ith  A ra b ic ; as Chejne n o te s ,  language
became th e  u n ify in g  f a c to r  among d iv e r s e  r e l i g io u s  and e th n ic  g ro u p s:
Jew s, C h r i s t i a n s ,  Z o r o a s t r ia n s , M uslim s; A ra b s , S y r ia n s ,  P e r s i a n s ,  Egyp-
26t i a n s ,  S p an ia rd s  and o th e r s .  J a b ra  adds t h a t  A rab ic  r e p la c e d  C optic
and Greek in  E g y p t, as w e l l  as a  number o f  l o c a l  lan g u ag es in  N orth
A f r ic a  and S p a in , n o t co m p le te ly  d e s tro y in g  them  b u t  becom ing " th e  l in g u a
fra n c a  o f  a  v a s t ,  l o o s e ly - k n i t  em p ire , w here anyone, w h a tev er h i s  o r ig in ,
who a s p ir e d  to  le a r n in g  o r  t o  s o c ia l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  had to
27p e r f e c t  th e  language  as h i s  medium." J a b ra  c la im s as w e l l  t h a t  many
non-A rabs who em braced Is la m  b e l ie v e d  t h a t  th o s e  who b e s t  m as te re d  th e
28A rab ic  language would be s e a te d  n e a re r  t o  God i n  P a r a d is e ,  w h ile  i t  i s  
a ls o  w id e ly  th o u g h t t h a t  A rabic i s  th e  language  o f  P a ra d is e .
The e ig h th  and n in th  c e n tu r ie s  saw th e  peak  o f  A ra b -Is llm ic  cu lv_  
t u r e  and th e  low ebb f o r  E uropean . Between th e  two th e r e  w ere numerous 
p o in ts  o f  c o n ta c t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a round  th e  M e d ite rra n e a n ; b e c au se  o f  i t s  
u n q u e s tio n e d  suprem acy, Arab c u l t u r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  lan g u a g e , e x e r te d  a 
p ro fo u n d  in f lu e n c e  on E urope. J a b ra  d e s c r ib e s  th e  r o le  o f  lan g u ag e :
A lthough i t  d id  n o t s u p p la n t  Greek o r  L a t in ,  b o th  o f  w hich w ere em­
bedded in  th e  m a tr ix  o f  E u rope’s d ev e lo p in g  v e rn a c u la r s ,  i t  su p p la n te d
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them  in  most sp h e res  o f  th o u g h t and s c i e n t i f i c  endeavor. M ed ic in e , 
astronom y, c h e m is try , m a th e m a tic s , p h ilo s o p h y , though o f te n  re a c h in g  
th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  European s c h o la r s  th ro u g h  L a tin  t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  were 
fo re v e r  marked w ith  th e  stam p o f  th e  A rab ic  language and i t s  modes 
o f  th in k in g .29
B eginning  in  th e  e le v e n th  c e n tu r y ,  A rab ic  was th e  medium by  w hich
Graeco-Roman le a rn in g  was t r a n s m i t t e d  t o  th e  W est, as A rab ic  books were
t r a n s l a t e d  in to  L a t in ,  S pan ish  o r  F ren ch ; Spain  and S i c i l y  sa y s  C hejne,
l in k e d  E a s t and West " in  th e  c u l t u r a l  osm osis t h a t  had an enormous i n -
30f lu e n c e  on W estern th o u g h t."  Many o f  th e  g r e a t  p h ilo so p h e rs  and p o e ts  
o f  th e  Arab em pire w e r e n 't  A rabs a t  a l l ,  b u t  w ere i n t e g r a l  t o  Arab h i s ­
to r y  and c u l tu r e .  The u n ify in g  power o f  th e  A rabic  language was so
g r e a t ,  a c co rd in g  t o  J a b r a ,  t h a t  "from  th e  v e ry  s t a r t ,  i t  had become th e
31e sse n c e  o f  th e  Arab e th o s ."
The Quran was in  l a r g e  m easure r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  p o s i t i o n  w hich 
th e  A rab ic  language assum ed, f o r ,  w h a tev er a  M uslim 's lan g u a g e , o n ly  
A rab ic  co u ld  be used  f o r  p r a y e r ,  as G od's words were spoken , th ro u g h  
Muhammad, in  A ra b ic ; - J a b ra  e x p la in s  t h a t ,  b ecause  i t s  p ro se  was " so  
b e a u t i f u l  and e v o c a t iv e , i t s  grammar so  s u b t le  and f a u l t l e s s ,  i t s  te a c h ­
in g  so  t e r s e  and e x a c t ,  God’s Woble Book became th e  s o le  fo u n d a tio n  o f  a
32w hole new c u l tu r e .  C ontent and form  seemed t r u l y  in s e p a r a b le ."
As th e  I s la m ic  expansion  encom passed more d iv e rse  c u l tu r e s  and 
la n g u a g e s , new l i n g u i s t i c  form s ap p e are d . Kalam a l-m uw a llad ln  (speech  
o f  th e  non-A rab M uslims) was th e  te rm  a p p lie d  to  a  new speech  s t y l e  
c h a r a c te r iz e d  by m ixed fo re ig n  o r ig in  and e x is t in g  to  some e x te n t  a lo n g ­
s id e  c l a s s i c a l  form s. A nother new ty p e  o f  sp e e c h , d e v ia t in g  even more 
from  c l a s s i c a l  A ra b ic , a ls o  ap p e a re d ; t h i s  was dubbed kalam  al-°ammah
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oo
(speech  o f  th e  common p e o p le  , t h a t  i s  d i a l e c t  fo rm s). These new forms
were p e rc e iv e d  as t h r e a t s  t o  th e  p u r i t y  o f  A ra b ic , so  t h a t  p h i lo lo g ic a l
sc h o o ls  w ere e s ta b l i s h e d  a t  Kufa and B asra  in  I r a q  f o r  th e  c o d i f i c a t io n
o f lan g u a g e , u s in g  th e  Quran and th e  d i a l e c t s  o f  th e  Bedouin t r i b e s  as
3k
th e  s ta n d a rd s  o f  c o r r e c tn e s s .
A rab ic  i s  one o f  th e  S em itic  la n g u a g e s , which from e a r l i e s t  tim es  
have c la im ed  th e  c o n tig u o u s  a re a s  o f  th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la , th e  F e r t i l e  
C rescen t and E th io p ia  as t h e i r  hom elands. Three ty p e s  o f  A rab ic  a re  
n o rm a lly  i d e n t i f i e d ,  a l l  o f  them b e in g  more o r  l e s s  r e l a t e d  t o  one 
a n o th e r . C la s s ic a l  A rab ic  (a l - c a rab lya  a l - fu s h a )  o f  p r e - I s l im ic  and 
M edieval tim e s  was th e  m other o f  th e  o th e r  two ty p e s , and i s  th e  medium 
o f  much l i t e r a t u r e ,  in c lu d in g  p re - I s la m ic  p o e try  and th e  Q urin . Modem
S ta n d a rd  A rab ic  (MSA) developed  o u t o f  c l a s s i c a l  m orphology, sy n ta x  and 
grammar. A side from F rench in  th e  n a t io n s  o f  N orth  A f r ic a ,  i t  i s  th e  
m ajo r l i t e r a r y  language  th ro u g h o u t th e  Arab W orld. MSA i s  th e  medium 
o f  a  wide and v a r ie d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and c o - e x is ts  w ith  th e  many d i a l e c t s .  
Each o f  th e  spoken A rab ic  d i a l e c t s  has  un ique f e a tu r e s ;  th e r e  a r e ,  be­
tween some d i a l e c t s ,  v a s t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  v o c a b u la ry , p ro n u n c ia tio n , and 
even grammar. T here a re  many d i a l e c t s ,  and o f te n  m u lt ip le  d i a l e c t s  
w i th in  a  s in g le  c o u n try , y e t  a l l  a re  l in k e d  th ro u g h  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  to  
C la s s ic a l  and Modern S ta n d a rd  A ra b ic .
Today th e  A rab ic  language i s  no l e s s  im p o rta n t as a  symbol o f
Arab i d e n t i t y  and u n i ty  th a n  i t  was in  th e  e a r ly  days o f  th e  em pire . As
P o lk  rem a rk s , language  was o f  v i t a l  im portance  d u rin g  th e  n in e te e n th -
c e n tu ry  reaw akening  o f  Arab c o n sc io u sn e ss , as i t  t ra n sc e n d e d  r e l i g io u s  
and n a t io n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s :
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sp e a k e rs  o f  A ra b ic , C h r is t ia n  and Muslim a l i k e ,  sought t o  re c o v e r  th e  
so u rc e s  o f  t h e i r  s u p r a - r e l ig io u s  c u l t u r e .  The sp e ak e rs  o f  A rab ic  
found la n g u a g e , even more th a n  th e  I s la m ic  r e l i g i o n ,  on w hich th e y  
d is a g re e d , t o  be th e  one co re  o f  t h e i r  c u l tu r e .  The c e n t r a l i t y  o f  
lan g u a g e , th e  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  th e  w ord , th e  concern  w ith  th e  medium 
r a t h e r  th a n  th e  m essage , has  lo n g  been rem arked upon as a  d i s t i n c t i v e  
S e m itic  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  Language i s  n o t an a r t  form , i t  i s  th e  a r t  
o f  th e  A rab s .87
Language, th e n ,  b ro u g h t p e o p le  to g e th e r  as A rabs in  th e  e a r ly  c e n tu r ie s  
o f  A ra b -Is la m ic  exp an sio n  and u n d e rsc o re d  t h e i r  common h e r i t a g e  d u rin g  
th e  c u l t u r a l  reaw aken ing  o f  th e  l a s t  c e n tu ry ;  language  r e t a in s  t h i s  
u n ify in g  fu n c t io n  in  no l e s s e r  m easure among contem porary  A rabs.
The Arab W orld as " C u ltu re  N a tio n ”
In  h i s  d is c u s s io n  o f  i t  as a  " c u l tu r e  c o n t in e n t ,"  R aphael P a ta i
oQ
has d iv id e d  th e  M iddle E a s t i n to  23 " c u l tu r e  a r e a s ,"  t h i r t e e n  o f  w hich
a re  p a r t  o f  th e  Arab W orld. A c u l tu r e  a r e a ,  in  t h i s  schem e, c o n s is t s  o f
a  ty p e  o f  s p a t i a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n ;  th e  Arab W orld, a lth o u g h  l a r g e r  and more
complex th a n  P a t a i 's  a r e a s ,  f i t s  th e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  them , as we s h a l l  s e e .
L et us th e n  te rm  i t  a " c u l tu r e  n a t io n ,"  as i t  i s  s m a lle r  th a n ,  c o n ta in e d
w i th in ,  and more homogeneous th a n  th e  M iddle E a s t  c u l tu r e  c o n t in e n t ,  b u t
l a r g e r  th a n ,  com prehensive o f ,  and l e s s  homogeneous th a n  th e  t h i r t e e n
Arab c u l tu r e  a re a s .
One f a c to r  in  e s t a b l i s h in g  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a  c u l tu r e  a re a  i s  th e
in v e r s e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een s o c ia l  and o c c u p a tio n a l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  and
39th e  t h e o r e t i c a l  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  o f  th e  c u l tu r e  a r e a  c o n c ep t. Where 
m o d ern ity  h as  e s ta b l i s h e d  a  f irm  h o ld ,  th e  Arab W orld te n d s  to  be s t r a ­
t i f i e d  in  s o c i a l  and o c c u p a tio n a l te rm s ;  in  t h i s  i t  sh a re s  w ith  th e  r e s t  
o f  th e  w o rld  a  ten d e n c y  tow ard  i n t e r n a t io n a l  hom ogen isa tion  due to  p ro ­
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l i f e r a t i o n  o f  mass m edia and com m unication among th e  u p p e r, ed u c a te d  and 
a f f lu e n t  c la s s e s .  However, in  many r u r a l ,  and even lo w e r-c la s s  v i l l a g e  
and u rban  a r e a s ,  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  i s  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n t  and t r a d i t i o n a l  con­
c e p ts  and c u l tu r e  rem ain  s t r o n g ,  l in k in g  d i s t a n t  p a r t s  o f  th e  Arab World 
th ro u g h  adherence  t o  a common c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  d is p e r s e d  o v e r a  th o u san d  
y e a rs  ago.
P a ta i  c i t e s  t h r e e  o th e r  c r i t e r i a  o f  a  c u l tu r e  a re a  w hich a re  more 
d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  concerns  o f  t h i s  a n a ly s i s .  One c r i t e r i o n  i s  th e  c o r­
r e l a t i o n  betw een c u l tu r e  and g eog raph ic  a re a  o f  l o c u s . Geography and 
c u l tu r e  a r e ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s, in te r tw in e d . F u rth e rm o re , th e  c e n te r  o f  a 
c u l tu r e  a re a  w i l l  be w e l l - d e f in e d  b u t  th e  m argins w i l l  seldom  be  c le a r -  
c u t .  A c u l tu r e  a r e a ,  f i n a l l y ,  i s  assumed to  be th e  r e s u l t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
p ro c e s s e s ,  w ith  a  q u a n t i t a t iv e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een age and a r e a :  th e  
l a r g e r  th e  s p a t i a l  a r e a ,  th e  lo n g e r  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e s s .  L et us now 
examine th e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  a  c u l tu r e  a re a  as th e y  p e r t a in  to  th e  
Arab C u ltu re  N a tio n .
Geography and C u ltu re :
The Nomadic and S ed en ta ry  M iddle E a s t 
A t r i p  t o  th e  pyram ids a t  G iza in  Egypt g iv e s  s t a r t l i n g  c l a r i t y  to  
one o f  th e  fundam en ta l d ich o to m ies  o f  th e  M iddle E a s t ,  f o r  th e r e  i s ,  as 
i f  drawn w ith  a  p e n c i l ,  a  l i n e  betw een th e  tawny d e s e r t  and th e  em erald  
fa rm lan d s . T h is same l i n e ,  w ith  more o r  l e s s  e x a c tn e s s ,  c u ts  th ro u g h  
a l l  th e  la n d s  o f  th e  r e g io n ,  a f f e c t in g  and a f f e c te d  by th e  p e o p le s  l i v i n g  
t h e r e .
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Three m ain ty p e s  o f  la n d  a re  found in  th e  M iddle E a s t and th ey  
a re  l in k e d  t o  p r e d ic ta b le  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s .  The g re e n , c u l t iv a t e d  
a r e a s ,  p r im a r i ly  b ecau se  th e y  c o n ta in  r e a d i ly  a v a i la b le  w a te r  s u p p lie s  
and t i l l a b l e  s o i l s ,  a re  s u i t a b le  f o r  s e d e n ta ry  v i l l a g e  o r  u rban  l i f e .  
U su a lly  o f  a  g e n e ra l ly  M ed ite rran ean  c h a r a c te r ,  th e s e  la n d s  have lo n g , 
d ry  summers and m ild , r a in y  w in te r s .  The n a tu r a l  f l o r a  h e re  i s  o f te n  
ab u n d an t, e s p e c ia l ly  in  s p r in g  and autum n, and c u l t iv a t e d  a re a s  can be 
h ig h ly  f r u i t f u l .  In  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  g reen  s e c t io n s  a re  th e  a r i d  w a s te ­
la n d s  w hich a re  u n f i t  f o r  human h a b i t a t i o n .  O ther re g io n s  w i l l  su p p o rt 
l i f e  i f  th e  in h a b i ta n ts  a re  equ ipped  to  move around s e a s o n a l ly ,  fo llo w in g
th e  r a in s  and p a s tu r e s .  For th e  A ra b s , th e s e  l a t t e r  re g io n s  a re  th e
h0d e s e r t s ,  th e  spawning ground o f  th e  Bedouin camel nomads. I n te r a c t io n  
betw een p e o p le s  o f  th e  w ild e rn e s s  and o f  more k in d ly  la n d s  i s  an i n t e g r a l  
p a r t  o f  M iddle E a s te rn  l i f e ;  m u tu a l in f lu e n c e s  o f  r u r a l  and u rb an  s e c ­
t o r s  a re  p e rv a s iv e .
Nomadic Arabs (a l-B a d u ) and u rb a n -d w e llin g  A rabs (a l-h a d a r ) have 
s in c e  tim e immemorial needed  one a n o th e r ,  t r a d e d  w ith  one a n o th e r ,  ad­
m ired  one a n o th e r ,  and s la n d e re d  one a n o th e r . Each group p e rp e tu a te s  
s te r e o ty p e s  o f  th e  o th e r s  w hich a re  o f te n  i n c o n s i s t e n t ,  c o n ta in in g  as 
th e y  do some t r u t h ,  some e r r o r  and much e x a g g e ra tio n . W hile th e  Bedouin 
l i f e  s ty l e  i s  r o m a n t ic a lly  v iew ed by u r b a n i te s  as b e in g  t r u l y  A rab , such 
n o s ta lg ia  i s  m a n ife s te d  on ly  from  beyond a  c e r t a in  " s a f e ” d i s ta n c e .
S h e r r i  Deaver r e p o r t s  t h a t  "w h ile  i t  i s  p ro p e r  t o  t a l k  o f  a g r e a t  
g ra n d fa th e r  who was a  Bedu such r e l a t i v e s  o f  c lo s e r  g e n e a lo g ic a l  dep th  
a re  s e l e c t i v e ly  i g n o r e d . " ^  F u rth e rm o re , each  group c o n s id e rs  i t s  own 
r e l i g io u s  p r a c t i c e s  t o  be more c o r r e c t  th a n  th e  o t h e r 's ,  as th e  Bedouins
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b e l ie v e  t h a t  c i t y  p e o p le  a re  concerned  more w ith  th e  l e t t e r  th a n  w ith  th e
s p i r i t  o f  th e  law , w h ile  th e  e m o tio n a l n a tu re  o f  Bedouin Is lam  i s  f r e -
1+2q u e n tly  seen  as a  s ig n  o f  f a n a t ic is m  by u rban  d w e lle rs .  S t i l l ,  th e  
l i f e - s t y l e  and id e a l s  o f  th e  Bedouin have come to  sym bolize  b a s ic  Arab 
v a lu e s ,  w hich a re  b e l ie v e d ,  in  Weekes w ords, t o  " in s u r e  harmony i n  human 
r e l a t i o n s h ip s ,  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  th e  fam ily  in  th e  fac e  o f  a d v e r s i ty ,  and a 
c o n tin u a tio n  o f  th e  s ys t e m— Honor  comes to  th e  fa m ily  and l in e a g e  
i f  th e s e  v a lu e s  a re  o b se rv e d ; shame and lo s s  o f  fa c e  f o r  th e  e n t i r e  
group r e s u l t  i f  even a s in g le  member v io la te s  th e  norm s. Thus v i o l a ­
t io n s  o f  th e  r u le s  o f  honor a re  d e a l t  w ith  s e v e r e ly ,  by ban ishm en t o r
1+1+ . 
even d e a th . The p a ra m e te rs  o f  th e  honor/sham e com plex a re  d is c u s s e d
in  d e t a i l  in  l a t e r  c h a p te r s ;  th e  c ru x  o f  th e  m a t te r ,  how ever, i s  th e
is s u e  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  seen  a t  i t s  most p o w erfu l in  nomadic
t r i b a l  s o c ie ty  b u t  a f f e c t i n g  Arab s o c ie ty  a t ,  a l l  l e v e l s .
The c i t y  d w e lle r  se es  th e  nomad as th e  c a r r i e r  n o t o n ly  o f  Arab
id e a l s  and v i r t u e s  b u t  o f  p u re  language  as w e l l .  On th e  o th e r  h an d ,
jo k e s  and s t o r i e s  abound w hich poke fun  a t  th e  c ru d e , ig n o r a n t ,  d i r t y
B edouins; p ro v erb s  p o r t r a y  them  a s  ru d e , d is h o n e s t ,  d o u r, p a r a s i t i c ,
1+5
v e n g e fu l and o p p re s s iv e . The c i t y  i s  re g a rd e d  as a  p la c e  o f  p r e s t i g e ,  
rem arks G u lick , in  s p i t e  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  u r b a n i te s  a re  
poo r and w e ig h ted  down w ith  d e b t s ^ ;  "The c i t y  i s  p o s i t i v e l y  a s s o c ia te d
w ith  'c i v i l i z a t i o n , *  y e t  i t  i s  a ls o  unwholesome and e f f e t e ,  and s u rv iv e s
w
o n ly  by means o f  new b lo o d  from  r u r a l  a r e a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  d e s e r t s . "  
P h ilo so p h e rs  and w r i te r s  c r i t i c i z e  th e  supposed  v ic e s  o f  th e  c i t y  dwel­
l e r s ,  whose o n ly  p o s i t i v e  a t t r i b u t e s ,  a p p a re n tly ,  a re  th o se  somehow r e ­
t a in e d  from t h e i r  p resum ably  nomadic a n c e s to r s .  Nomads who move to  th e
1+8p r e s t ig io u s  c i t y  a r e ,  o f  c o u rs e , bound to  b e  c o rru p te d .
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N e v e r th e le s s , th e  c u l t u r a l  ach ievem en ts o f  Arah-M uslim  s o c ie ty  
have been  u rban  ach ievem en ts. Is la m  i t s e l f  was bo rn  in  an u rban  e n v iro n ­
m en t, a lth o u g h  u n d er heavy in f lu e n c e s  from d e s e r t  s o c ie ty .  The Quraysh 
t r i b e  was o n ly  r e c e n t ly  s e t t l e d  p r i o r  t o  Muhammad's b i r t h  and p ro p h e t-  
hood. Bedouin s o c ia l  and c u l t u r a l  v a lu e s  a re  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  r e l i ­
g io n : b r a v e ry ,  c h iv a l r y ,  l o y a l ty .  F u rth e rm o re , nomadic p o p u la t io n s  
p ro v id e d  th e  manpower and f e r v o r  t o  sp re a d  th e  new r e l i g i o n ,  and in  
few er th a n  te n  y e a rs  b ro u g h t u n d e r th e  sway o f  Arab-M uslim  r u le  th e  la n d s  
o f  A ra b ia , S y r ia ,  I r a q ,  and E g y p t, w hich w ere fo rm e rly  B yzan tine  and
P e r s ia n  p ro v in c e s . Nomadic a rm ies  soon s p re a d  th e  b a n n e r o f  Is la m  a c ro ss
1+9c e n t r a l  A sia  as f a r  as I n d ia ,  and a c ro s s  N orth  A f r ic a  and in to  E urope.
At one p o in t  th e  E m pire’s arm ies w ere w ith in  one hundred  m ile s  o f  P a r i s .  
D e sp ite  th e  su c c e ss  o f  Bedouin m i l i t a r y  cam paigns, how ever, th e  g r e a t  
advances o f  I s la m ic  c u l tu r e  — in  m ed ic in e , s c ie n c e ,  a r c h i t e c tu r e ,  a r t ,  
m a th e m a tic s , p h ilo so p h y  — o c c u rre d  as Bedouin Arabs became u rb a n iz e d  
and th e  p eo p le  th e y  conquered  became A rab ized . The Arab-M uslim  community 
a s s im i la te d  and d i f f u s e d  v a r io u s  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  w hich  i t  
s u b ju g a te d : P e r s i a n ,  B y z a n tin e , European C h r i s t i a n .  In  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly ­
s i s ,  th e n ,  i t  i s  th e  s y n th e s is  o f  u rb a n , r u r a l  and nomadic Arab and  non- 
Arab e lem en ts  w hich composes th e  t r u e  c h a r a c te r  o f  th e  Arab M iddle E a s t .
Age, A rea and B oundaries 
The Arab W orld has been in  th e  making f o r  some th ir te e n -h u n d r e d  
y e a r s ,  and a lth o u g h  th e  n o tio n  o f  nArab N a tio n a lism "  i s  a  c h i ld  o f  th e  
N in e te e n th  and T w en tie th  C e n tu r ie s , many p e o p le  in  w hat a re  now c a l l e d  
Arab c o u n tr ie s  assumed Arab i d e n t i t y  g e n e ra tio n s  ago th ro u g h  p o l i t i c a l
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and r e l i g io u s  a l le g ie n c e s  and r e a l  o r  im ag in a ry  g e n e a lo g ic a l  t i e s  to  th e  
A rab ian  P e n in s u la . One o f  P a t a i ’s c r i t e r i a  f o r  a c u l tu r e  a re a  s t a t e s  
t h a t  th e  g r e a t e r  th e  hom ogeneity  w ith in  th e  a r e a  and th e  c le a r e r  i t s  
l i m i t s ,  th e  l e s s  d o u b tfu l  i t s  c u l tu r e  a re a  c h a r a c te r ;  in  a d d i t io n ,  de­
f in in g  e lem en ts te n d  t o  be more obscu re  n e a r  th e  o u te r  b o u n d a rie s . The 
same may be s a id  o f  a  c u l tu r e  n a t io n .
The Arab W orld i s  c l e a r l y  an i n t e r n a t io n a l  N ation  in  w hich Arab 
e t h n i c i t y ,  A rab ic  lan g u a g e , h i s t o r i c a l  t i e s  t o  th e  A rab ian  P e n in su la , 
and th e  Arab r e l i g io n  o f  Is lam  b r in g  to  b e a r  more pow erfu l in f lu e n c e s  
th a n  th o se  o f  o th e r  g ro u p s , languages o r  h i s t o r i c a l  t i e s .
I f  we co n ce iev e  o f  th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la ,  more s p e c i f i c a l l y  mo­
d e rn -d ay  Saudi A ra b ia , as th e  h i s t o r i c a l  and c u l t u r a l  c e n te r  o f  th e  Arab 
C u ltu re  N a tio n , we f in d  th e  in f lu e n c e s  o f  th e  conquered and b o rd e r in g  
c u l tu r e s  and m in o r ity  p o p u la tio n s  to  be more im p o rta n t th e  f a r t h e r  we 
move from th e  h e a r t la n d .  The o i l  w e a lth  o f  t h i s  c e n tu ry  has r e s u l te d  
in  a  m assive  in f lu x  o f  im p o rted  la b o r  and i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t h a t  t h i s , and 
th e  in c re a s e d  exposure  o f  P e n in s u la r  Arabs to  th e  o u ts id e  w o rld , w i l l  in  
tim e  a l t e r  th e  "A rabness" o f  th e  p e n in s u la r  n a t i o n s , ^  b u t to  d a te  th e  
a re a  rem ains th e  m ost "A rab" o f  th e  Arab W orld.
Moving o u t from th e  c e n te r ,  th o se  n a t io n s  w hich a re  a d ja c e n t to  
A rab ia  a re  a ls o  th e  n e a r e s t  to  h e r  in  s p i r i t :  th e  Yemens, Oman, th e  
U n ited  Arab E m ira te s , B a h ra in , K uw ait, s o u th e rn  I r a q ,  e a s te rn  S y r ia  and 
J o rd a n . T h e irs  a re  th e  lo n g e s t  h i s t o r i c a l  l in k s  and th e  g r e a te s t  s im i­
l a r i t y  to  A ra b ia ; th e y  a re  in f lu e n c e d  o n ly  m o d era te ly  by o th e r  c u l tu r e  
c o n tin e n ts  and a re  in  f a c t  p a r t  o f  th e  v e ry  ones in  w hich Saudi A rab ia  
i s  in c lu d e d : th e  N ear and M iddle E a s t .
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A nother s te p  away from A rab ia  p ro p e r  le a d s  i n to  a  t r a n s i t i o n a l  
a r e a ,  f o r  h e re  we f in d  w e s te rn  S y r ia ,  Lebanon, and P a l e s t in e ,  a l l  o f  
w hich d is p la y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  n o t o n ly  o f  Arab Near and M iddle E a s te rn  
c u l t u r e ,  b u t  o f  M ed ite rran ean  c u l tu r e  as w e l l .  Moving to  th e  w est we 
f in d  th e  c o u n tr ie s  o f  N orth  A f r ic a  occupying  an even more d i s t a n t  and 
complex p o s i t io n  g e o g ra p h ic a lly  and c u l t u r a l l y .  Many o f  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  
and id e n t i f y in g  a t t r i b u t e s  a re  unm istak ab ly  A ra b ia n , b ro u g h t by th e  in ­
vad in g  arm ies over a  m illen iu m  ago. But t o  th e  n o r th  l i e  th e  M e d ite rra ­
nean Sea and s o u th e rn  Europe w ith  w h ich , a f t e r  eons o f  t r a d e  and t r a v e l ,  
th e  N orth  A fr ic a n s  sh a re  much. E gyp t, L ib y a , T u n is ia ,  A lg e r ia  and Morocco 
a re  M e d ite rran ean  in  many a s p e c ts  o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  c h a r a c te r s , b u t  th e y  
a ls o  have borrow ed e x te n s iv e ly  from t h e i r  n e ig h b o rs  t o  th e  s o u th ,  and 
sub -S aharan  A f r ic a  i s  e v id e n t in  t h e i r  a r t s ,  m u sic , d a n c es , and fo lk  
b e l i e f  system s. The Sudan s im i la r ly  b le n d s  A.rab and su b -S aharan  elem ents 
in  h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  In  s p i t e  o f  th e  v a s t  v a r i a t i o n s ,  
how ever, th e  many c u l t u r a l  and s o c ia l  s tr a n d s  w hich form  th e  Arab World 
— i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  th e  A rab ic  lan g u a g e , Arab h i s t o r y ,  and A ra b -1 
I s la m ic  r u le  — a re  p l a i t e d  in to  a b r a id  o f  n a tio n s  w hich a re  f i r s t  and 
fo rem ost Arab.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
*+5
NOTES
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vey  (W estp o rt, CO: Greenwood P r e s s , 1 9 7 8 ), 30.
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Sam in  A ra b ic . I t  i s  from  Shem, son o f  Noall (N uh), t h a t  th e  
word Sem ite d e r iv e s .  T his te rm  a p p lie s  n o t on ly  t o  p e o p le , in  p a r t i c u l a r  
contem porary  Jews and som etim es A ra b s , b u t a ls o  to  lan g u ag es (A rab ic , 
Hebrew, A ram aic, A ssy ro -B ab y lo n ian , P h o e n ic ia n , South A rab ic  and E th io -  
p ic )  and r e l i g io n s  (Ju d a ism , C h r i s t i a n i ty  and Is la m ) .
^ F ro m  Ham (A rab ic  Ham), a n o th e r  o f  Noah’s so n s .
12A lexander (A rab ic  Isk a n d e r )  i s  o f te n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  h i s  co u sin  
a l-K h id r ,  and th e  two o f te n  assume th e  same r o le s  in  A rab ic  l o r e  as do 
S t .  George in  C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t i o n  and E l i j a h  in  Je w ish . The g e n e ra l  
them es and numerous p a r t s  o f  th e  A lexander leg en d  c y c le  a re  found in  th e  
B aby lon ian  e p ic  o f  G ilgam esh , d a tin g  from  2000-1600 B .C .E . See Hasan M. 
E l-Sham y, F o lk ta le s  o f  E gyp t (C hicago : U n iv e rs i ty  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,
1 9 8 0 ), T a le  U3- Remnants o f  t h i s  e p ic  s t i l l  e x i s t ,  f o r  in s ta n c e  among 
th e  p e a r l  d iv e r s  o f  th e  A rab ian  G u lf.
13Is la m  means su b m issio n  to  th e  w i l l  o f  God. A Muslim i s  one who 
subm its  t o  t h i s  w i l l  be  fo llo w in g  th e  t e n e t s  o f  th e  I s l im ic  r e l i g io n .
lUA d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  made h e re  betw een th e  two term s as f o l lo w s : 
I s la m ic  r e f e r s  to  th o se  s o c io c u l tu r a l  v a lu e s  and t r a d i t i o n s  w hich have 
d eve loped  and sp re a d  w ith  th e  A ra b -Is la m ic  em pire and w hich have i n f l u ­
enced  and been  m a n ife s te d  by  th e  in h a b i ta n t s  o f  a re a s  w hich a re  now o r  
d u r in g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r io d  w ere under th e  a d m in is t r a t io n  o f  
th e  Muslim A rabs. F o r exam ple, Spain  betw een th e  y e a rs  750 and li+92 was 
I s l a m ic , a lth o u g h  a  l a r g e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  i t s  p o p u la tio n  was C h r is t ia n  o r  
Je w ish . M uslim , on th e  o th e r  h an d , r e f e r s  t o  p e rso n s  o r  th in g s  d i r e c t l y  
in v o lv e d  w ith  th e  r e l i g io n  o f  Is la m .
^ T h e  World Almanac and Book o f  F a c ts  1984 (New York: Newspaper 
E n te rp r is e  A s s o c ia t io n , 198U ), 195.
N orth  A f r ic a  in c lu d e s  M orocco, A lg e r ia ,  T u n is ia ,  L ib y a , E gyp t, 
n o r th e rn  Sudan; th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la  in c lu d e s  S aud i A ra b ia , K uw ait, th e  
Yemens, th e  U n ited  Anrab E m ira te s , Oman, and B ah ra in ; th e  F e r t i l e  C rescen t 
in c lu d e s  Ira q ., J o rd a n , Lebanon, S y r ia  and P a l e s t in e .
17Anwar G. C h e jn e , The A ra b ic  Language: I t s  R o le  i n  H is to r y  
(M in n eap o lis : U n iv e rs i ty  o f  M inneso ta  P r e s s ,  1969 ), 6.
18
P h i l i p  H i t t i , A H is to r y  o f  th e  A rabs from  E a r l i e s t  Times to  th e  
P r e s e n t , 9 th  ed . (New York: S t .  M a r t in ’s P r e s s ,  1 9 6 8 ), 90.
19 C hejne , A r a b ic , J .
20I b i d . , 8 .
21^I b i d . ,  9 -
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ney Champion (London: George R ou tledge  and S ons, 1 9 3 8 ), lx x ix .
^^W illiam  R. P o lk , " in t r o d u c t io n ,"  The Modern A ra b ic  L i te r a r y  
Language: L e x ic a l  and S t y l i s t i c  D evelopm ents  (C hicago: U n iv e rs i ty  o f  
Chicago P r e s s ,  1 9 7 0 ), x v i i i .
2k sC hejne , A ra b ic ,  16.
25J a b r a ,  "A rabic  L anguage," 175-
26 C hejne , A r a b ic , 16.
27J a b r a ,  "A rab ic  L anguage," 175-
I b id .
2^ I b i d . ,  1 7 6 .
30C hejne , A ra b ic ,  16.
31J a b r a ,  "A rab ic  L anguage," 175-
32I b id .
33Abdul Hadi a l-F o u a d i ,  " S e v e ty -F iv e  Sum erian P ro v e rb s  and T h e ir  
Modern I r a q i  C o u n te rp a r ts :  A Com parative S tudy" (M.A. t h e s i s ,  U n iv e rs i ty  
o f  P e n n sy lv a n ia , 1 9 6 7 ) ,  11 -12 ; H.A.R. G ibb , " in t ro d u c t io n  t o  th e  P roverbs  
o f  A ra b ia ,"  in  R a c ia l P ro verb s: A S e le c t io n  o f  th e  W o rld 's  P ro v e rb s ,  ed . 
Selwyn Gurney Champion (London: George R ou tledge and S ons, 1938 ), x x x ix .
^ J a b r a ,  "A rabic  L anguage," 175-
35L i te r a tu r e  in  m in o r ity  la n g u a g e s , such  as K u rd ish , T u rk ish , and 
P e r s ia n ,  i s  a ls o  found in  some Arab c o u n tr ie s  b u t i s  l im i te d  to  non-Arab 
e th n o l in g u i s t i c  m in o r ity  g ro u p s.
36On d ig lo s s ia  in  A ra b ic , s e e :  S a l ih  J .  A ltom a, The Problem  o f  
D ig lo s s ia  i n  A ra b ic :  A Com parative S tu d y  o f  C la s s ic a l  and I r a q i  A ra b ic  
(Cam bridge: H arvard  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 968 ); Mary C a th e rin e  B ateso n , 
A ra b ic  Language Handbook (W ashington, D .C .: C en ter f o r  A pp lied  L in g u is ­
t i c s ,  1967).
37P o lk , " in t r o d u c t io n ,"  x v i i i .
^ P a t a i ,  G olden, 8U-111;.
39See Ruth B e n e d ic t, P a tte r n s  o f  C u ltu re  (B oston and Hew York: 
Houghton M if f l i n ,  1 9 3 ^ ); M e lv i l le  J .  H e rs k o v its ,  Man and H is Works: The 
S c ie n c e  o f  C u ltu ra l A n thropo logy  (New York: A.A. K nopf, 1950).
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1+8
The M iddle E a s te rn  lan d s  h o s p i ta b le  to  nomadic p e o p le s  a re  
d i v i s i b l e  i n to  th r e e  s u b - ty p e s :  The d e s e r t s ,  home t o  th e  Arab Bedouins
in  A ra b ia  and N orth  A f r ic a ,  a ls o  a re  home t o  th e  B a lu c h is  and B rahu is  in  
B a lu c h is ta n  and th e  B e rb e r-sp ea k in g  Tuareg o f  th e  S a h a ra , a l l  o f  whom a re  
camel nomads. Transhumance i s  p r a c t ic e d  by B erbers  in  th e  A tla s  Moun­
t a i n s ;  K urds, L u rs , B a k h t ia r i  and Q ashqai in  th e  Zagros M ountains o f  
I r a n ,  Turkey and I r a q ;  and by th e  Sulaym anlya o f  A fg h a n is ta n . Horse 
nomads in h a b i t  M iddle E a s te rn  s te p p e  la n d s .
^ S h e r r i  D eaver, "The Contem porary Saudi Woman," in  A World o f  
Women: A n th ro p o lo g ic a l S tu d ie s  in  th e  S o c i e t i e s  o f  th e  W orld , ed . E r ik a  
Bourguignon (New York: J .F .  B e rg in , 1 9 8 0 ), 29-
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^ T h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  rec o g n ize d  and f e a re d  by th e  n a t io n s  o f  th e  
A rab ian  P e n in su la  so  t h a t  many have ta k e n  a c t iv e  s te p s  to  p re v e n t o r  a t  
l e a s t  m inim ize a d u l t e r a t io n  o f  b lo o d lin e  and c u l tu r e .  K uw ait, f o r  exam ple, 
o f f e r s  lo w - in te r e s t  lo a n s  t o  newly-weds i f  b o th  a re  K uw aiti. F o re ig n e rs  
in  Kuwait may n o t own p ro p e r ty  and a re  p e rm it te d  re s id e n c e  on ly  so lo n g  
as th e y ,  o r  a  c lo s e  r e l a t i v e  upon whom th e y  a re  depen d en t, a re  w ork ing .
No t o u r i s t  v i s a s  a re  g ra n te d ;  one may v i s i t  th e  c o u n try  on ly  i f  spon­
s o re d , and t h i s  p r iv i l e g e  i s  a f f e c te d  t o  a  l a r g e  deg ree  by th e  a p p l i ­
c a n t ’s n a t io n a l  o r ig in .  Even many e th n ic  P e r s i a n s ,  b o rn  in  Kuwait o f  
p a re n ts  b o rn  in  K uw ait, do n o t have f u l l  K uw aiti c i t i z e n s h ip .  The s i t u ­
a t io n  i s  s im i la r  in  o th e r  p a r t s  o f  th e  A rab ian  P e n in s u la  and G u lf.
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CHAPTER I I I  
PROVERBS AND PROVERB SCHOLARSHIP
H i s to r i c a l  Overview o f  F o l k lo r i s t i c  P roverb  S tu d ie s  
W estern p a rem io logy  has  a  lo n g  h i s t o r y  in f lu e n c e d  by a  m u l t i p l i ­
c i t y  o f  d i s c i p l i n e s :  l i n g u i s t i c s  and p h i lo lo g y , l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n th ro p o lo g y  
and , o f  c o u rs e , f o l k l o r i s t i c s .  R ecent p ro v erb  s tu d ie s  have fo cu sed  on 
b o th  t e x t  and c o n te x t .  C o l le c to r s  and a n a ly s ts  have t e s t e d  d iv e r s e  
h y p o th eses  on th e  b a s i s  o f  p ro v e rb  c o n te n t and s o c ia l  u sa g e .
W ith th e  developm ent o f  th e  f o lk lo r e  movement in  th e  n in e te e n th  
c e n tu ry  W est, parem io logy  expanded by p r o v e r b ia l  le a p s  and bounds. 
P ro v e rb s , as Roger Abrahams i n d i c a t e s ,  were re g a rd e d  as among th e  most 
c o n s e rv a tiv e  e lem en ts  o f  " a r c h a ic "  ( r u r a l )  d i a l e c t s ,  so  t h a t  e x te n s iv e  
t e x t  c o l l e c t io n s  w ere made and c o n tr ib u te d  c o n s id e ra b le  amounts o f  ma­
t e r i a l  to  th e  m u lt i tu d e  o f  d i a l e c t  d i c t io n a r i e s  w hich ap p eared  in  th e  
n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry .
A side from  th e  many e a r ly  c o l le c t io n s  o f  European p ro v e rb s , nu­
merous compendiums o f  " n a t iv e  p ro v e rb s"  ap peared  in  th e  n in e te e n th  cen­
tu r y .  More o f te n  th a n  n o t th e s e  c o l l e c t io n s  w ere made n o t by f o l k l o r i s t s  
b r l 'a th e r - t r a in e d  academ ics b u t  by a s s o r te d  am ateu rs : m is s io n a r ie s ,  m i l i ­
t a r y  p e rs o n n e l ,  p o l i t i c a l  a p p o in te e s ,  and w e a lth y  a d v e n tu re r s .  The 
q u a l i ty  o f  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  c o n seq u en tly  shows r a d i c a l  v a r i a t i o n ,  and 
w h ile  some c o l l e c t o r s  w ere ad m irab le  in  t h a t  th e y  in c lu d e d  v e rn a c u la r
1*9
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2t e x t s  with, t r a n s l a t i o n s  and , o c c a s io n a l ly ,  a  deg ree  o f  c o n te x tu a l  m -  
3
fo rm a tio n  as w e l l ,  o th e r s  ev id en ced  l i t t l e  o r  no s c h o la r ly  r i g o r .
Selwyn Gurney Cham pion's R a c ia l P ro verb s -• A S e le c t io n  o f  th e  W orld 's
k
P roverbs  i s  t y p ic a l  o f  th e  many c o l l e c t io n s  w hich p ro v id e  sim ply  a  
t r a n s l a t i o n ,  w hich may o r  may n o t he accom panied hy an " e q u iv a le n t"  
European p ro v e rb , and an a t t r i b u t i o n  such  as "A rab ,"  ig n o r in g  th e  f a c t  
t h a t  such  a  p ro v en ien ce  co u ld  in d ic a te  a p ro v erb  c o l l e c te d  anywhere in  
th e  Arab W orld. F u rth e rm o re , th e  m otives o f  c o l l e c t o r s  were n o t n e c es­
s a r i l y  s c h o la r s h ip  o r  a l t r u is m ;  th e  F rench  c o l l e c t o r  Jacques Auguste 
Cherbonneau, fo r  in s t a n c e ,  p u b lis h e d  a  c o l l e c t io n  o f  some n in e ty  item s 
from A lg ie rs  in  th e  Revue de geographie  i n  1879- H is pu rpose  was to  
i l l u s t r a t e  th e  m echan ica l and m ean ing less n a tu re  o f  A fr ic a n  Muslim 
speech . He w r i te s :  "Les musulmans de 1 'A fr iq u e  p a r le n t  b e a u c o u p .. .sa n s  
r ie n  d i r e .  Nous c h o is s is s o n s  dans nos c a r n e ts  un specim an de e lem en ts  
q u i com posent d 'o r d in a ir e  c e s  c a u s e r ie s  a u to m a tiq u e s . —
C o lle c t io n s  o f  non-European p ro v e rb s  found a w ide a u d i­
ence in  th e  W est, a s  th e  m assive  e x p lo ra t io n  and c o lo n iz a t io n  e f f o r t s  
o f  t h a t  e r a  opened th e  eyes o f  Europeans and Am ericans to  th e  a s tound ­
in g  v a r i a t io n s  in  t h e i r  own s p e c i e s , c r e a t in g  a  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  "exo­
t i c "  c u l tu r e s  and custom s. The r i s e  o f  W estern f o lk lo r e  s c h o la r s h ip  
was i t s e l f  n o t u n r e la te d  to  th e  expansion ism  o f  W estern n a t io n s ;  i n c i ­
p ie n t  n a tio n a lis m  gave r i s e  t o  th e  u rg e n t d e s i r e  to  s p e c ify  and p re se rv e  
" n a t io n a l"  t r a d i t i o n s  and th e re b y  b o l s t e r  " n a t io n a l"  i d e n t i t y .  P ro­
verb  c o l le c t io n s  w ere o f te n  re g a rd e d  as windows on th e  " n a t io n a l  s p i r i t "  
o f  an e n t i r e  p e o p le , a lth o u g h  c e r t a in  w r i t e r s  d id  warn a g a in s t  sw eeping 
judgem ents b a sed  on p ro v erb  c o l l e c t i o n s .  Edward W esterm arck, f o r  one,
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■wrote:
As an in s ta n c e  o f  th e  danger th e  s tu d e n t  o f  a  p e o p le 's  p ro v e rb s  runs 
i f  he ta k e s  them as i n d ic a t iv e  o f  i t s  c h a ra c te r  w ith o u t p o s s e s s in g  
adeq u ate  knowledge o f  f a c t s  t h a t  th e  p ro v e rb s  f a i l  t o  d i s c l o s e ,  I  
may m ention  th e  sa y in g s  d e a lin g  w ith  m a rr ie d  women. Among a l l  ou r 
CMoroccanD p ro v erb s  th e r e  i s  n o t one t h a t  e x p re s se s  any te n d e r  f e e ­
l in g s  in  a  husband tow ards h i s  w if e ;  y e t  i t  w ould be a  m is tak e  to  
assume t h a t  no such f e e l in g s  e x i s t . . . . w e  have h e re  to  ta k e  i n to  ac­
count th e  M oorish id e a  o f  decency: i t  i s  c o n s id e re d  in d e c e n t o f  a 
man t o  show any a f f e c t io n  f o r  h i s  w ife  C publiclyH , and i t  would con­
s e q u e n tly  be im proper t o  speak  o f  i t  i n  p ro v e rb s .T
The Search  f o r  O rig in s  
Much o f  th e  p ro v e rb  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  and f i r s t  
h a l f  o f  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu r ie s  was fo cu se d  on h i s t o r i c a l  i s s u e s .  The 
p e rv a s iv e  se a rc h  f o r  o r ig in s  w hich dom inated  f o l k l o r i s t i c s  in  i t s  f o r ­
m ative  y e a rs  l e f t  pa rem io logy  as no e x c e p tio n ; as Alan Dundes p o in ts  
o u t ,  s c h o la r s  sough t cognate  p ro v erb s  among p eo p le  w ith  r e l a t e d  lan g u a ­
ges and p o s i t e d  p o s s ib le  b i r t h d a te s  and p la c e s  f o r  in d iv id u a l  p ro -  
v e rb s . But t h i s  s o - c a l le d  " g e n e t ic  approach" i s  r e p l e te  w ith  p ro b ­
lem s; B e a tr ic e  S ilverm an-W ein re ich  sum m arizes th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  th u s :  
" P re c is e ly  b ecau se  p ro v e rb s  a re  so  s h o r t  —  as s h o r t  as a  m o tif  in  
f o l k - t a l e  a n a ly s is  —  i t  i s  p e r f o r c e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  uncover t h e i r  h i s ­
to r y ." ^  O rig in s  a re  u s u a l ly  o b sc u re , becau se  p a th s  o f  d is se m e n a tio n , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  s h o r t  i te m s , a re  e x trem e ly  com plex, d i f f u s e ,  and d i f ­
f i c u l t  to  e s t a b l i s h .
S tu d ie s  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
and c o n fu s io n  o f  a tte m p tin g  to  p in p o in t  o r ig in s  o f  i te m s , as v a r io u s  
Arab and W estern s c h o la r s  have t r i e d  t o  do j u s t  t h a t .  H .A .R. G ibb,
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
52
f o r  in s ta n c e ,  s e t s  th e  s ta g e  by  su g g e s tin g  t h a t  th e  A rab ic  p ro v erb  c o r­
pus may be re g a rd e d  as a  s t r a t i f i e d  s y n c r e t ic  body o f  l o r e ,  in c o rp o ra t in g  
item s w hich e n te re d  A rab ic  t r a d i t i o n  in  a  v a r i e ty  o f ways and tim e 
p e r io d s .  The o ld e s t  l e v e l  o f  p r o v e r b ia l  e x p re s s io n s ,  w h ich , he sug­
g e s ts  ,
com prises th e  most t y p i c a l l y  Arab p ro v e rb s , n a tu r a l ly  r e f l e c t s  th e  
s o c ia l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  o f  d e s e r t  l i f e ,  and th e  a lo o fn e s s , p r id e  and 
s t o i c a l  endurance o f  th e  nomad. But i t  in c lu d e s  a ls o  a  g re a t  many 
sa y in g s  which sh a re  th e  common c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  p r o v e r b ia l  p h i lo ­
sophy e lse w h e re , w ith  i t s  em phasis on s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  p rudence  and 
th e  pagan v i r t u e s ,  and i t s  s k e p t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  tow ards th e  w o rld  and 
th e  m otives o f  o n e 's  fellow m en.^O
T hese , he s a y s ,  a re  th e  p ro v e rb s  o f  p re - I s la m ic  nascence  w hich s u rv iv e d  
th e  coming o f  th e  new r e l i g io n  and s o c io lo g ic a l  r e - o r g a n iz a t io n .
Brockelman a ls o  a tte m p ts  to  t r a c e  A rab ic  p ro v erb s  t o  t h e i r  o r i ­
g in s  and , c o n v e rs e ly , c i t e s  th e  p ro v e rb s  as a  sou rce  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  i n ­
fo rm a tio n . He p o in ts  ou t t h a t  a l-M ufaddal Ibn  Salamah and al-M aydanl 
(se e  below ) "g iv e  th e  m ost n o ta b le  b a t t l e s  o f  th e  Arabs in  t h e i r  l i s t s  
o f  p ro v erb s  and p r o v e r b ia l  a l l u s io n s , "  such as th e  famous i n t e r - t r i b a l  
war betw een th e  Bakr and th e  Taghlib.^"*" Anis F rayha d is c u s s e s  so u rc e s  
o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , n o t in g  t h a t  "A l-M aydini t e l l s  us t h a t  most o f  th e  
c l a s s i c a l  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  were o cc as io n ed  by some h i s t o r i c a l  in c id e n t .
But by th e  tim e he was re c o rd in g  them , th o se  in c id e n ts  had  become n jy th i-
IPc a l  and le g e n d a ry ."  Thus al-M aydanl and F ray h a  have con fused  th e  
i s s u e  even f u r t h e r ,  f o r  n o t o n ly  do th e y  s p e c u la te  w ith o u t p ro o f  on th e  
o r ig in s  o f  p ro v e rb s , th e y  a ls o  assume t h a t  w hat th e y  r e f e r  t o  as myths 
and leg en d s a re  a ls o  b ased  on h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t ,  an assum ption  which 
c a r r i e s  i t s  own s e t  o f  p rob lem s.
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In  s p e c i f i c  r e f e re n c e  t o  Lebanese p ro v e rb s , F rayha  adds to  th e  
l i s t  o f  p o s s ib le  s o u rc e s . Many, he a s s e r t s ,  a re  b a sed  on f a b le s  and 
a n e c d o te s , r id d l e s  and th e  answ ers t o  r i d d l e s ,  and c l a s s i c a l  p ro v e rb s ;  
he g iv e s  a number o f  exam ples f o r  th e  f i r s t  two c a te g o r ie s  b u t none f o r  
th e  l a s t .
Is la m  gave A rab ic  p r o v e r b ia l  e x p re s s io n  a  t r a n s f u s io n  o f  new
id e a s ,  many o f  w hich ra n  c o u n te r  to  n o t io n s  o f  th e  J a h i l l y a ,  a c co rd in g
to  GiDb. T eachings o f  th e  P ro p h e t and h i s  fo llo w e rs  and s u c c e s s o rs
b ro u g h t a  " s tra tu m  o f  e t h i c a l  p r e c e p ts "  i n to  th e  l o r e ;  some o f  th e  new
p ro v erb s  were l i t e r a l  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  s c r i p t u r a l  sa y in g s  o f  th e  Old and 
I -;
New T estam en ts . 'While Gibb f a i l s  t o  su p p o rt h i s  a s s e r t i o n  w ith  exam­
p l e s ,  F rayha  c i t e s  B i b l i c a l ,  Q uranic and H a d lth ic  p ro v e rb s  in  th e  Leba­
nese  d i a l e c t .  "Do n o t d r in k  from  a  w e l l  and th e n  th row  a  s to n e  in to  
i t , "  he s a y s ,  i s  T alm udic, w h ile  " ( J u s t  as a  j a r  rem ains a  j a r  though) 
you may make i t  s ta n d  on i t s  m outh, so  does a  d a u g h te r  grow to  be l ik e  
h e r  m other" and "An eye canno t oppose an awl" a re  a l t e r a t i o n s  o f  Eze­
k i e l  1 6 : l+i+ and A cts 9 = 5 r e s p e c t i v e l y . ^  Brockelm an adds t h a t  a l-M ayd in l 
in c lu d e s  a p ro v erb  in  h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  (se e  below ) w hich ap p ears  to  be a 
q u o ta t io n  from  D eut. 32-15> and n o te s  t h a t  "New Testam ent say in g s  a re  
common among A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , n o ta b ly  from th e  Sermon on th e  Mount. 
C h r i s t i a n  leg en d s such  as th o s e  abou t th e  m artyrdom  o f  J u r j i s  and th e  
s to r y  o f  th e  Seven S le e p e rs  a re  a ls o  echoed  in  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s .
As f a r  as I s la m ic  s o u rc e s ,  "Muhammad d ie d  b u t h i s  p eo p le  w ere 
n o t a t  a  l o s s , "  w r i te s  F ray h a , i s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  th e  f i r s t  C a lip h , Abu 
B ak r, announcing th e  d e a th  o f  th e  P ro p h e t. "Do n o t d i s l i k e  a n y th in g , 
f o r  i t  may be o f  good use  t o  you" d e r iv e s  from S u ra  2 o f  th e  Q uran,
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P ro p h e t and h i s  Companions; Ibn  K h a llad  al-Ramhurmuz! and Abu H i la l  
a l - CA skarI made a  c o l l e c t io n  o f  Amttial an-N abl (P roverbs o f  th e  Pro­
p h e t)  w hich c i r c u la t e d  o u ts id e  th e  c a n o n ic a l  c o l le c t io n s  o f  Hacilths 
( se e  b e lo w ). Al-MaydanI in c lu d e s  a  c h a p te r  in  h i s  Book o f  C o lle c te d
l8P ro verb s  on sa y in g s  a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  P ro p h e t and th e  f i r s t  C a lip h s . 
P re - I s la m ic  p o e ts  such as T a ra fa , I m r u 'a lq a is  and L abld  a re  a ls o  seen  
as  so u rc e s  o f  p ro v e rb s .
The‘ A ra b -Is la m ic  expansion  had a d d i t io n a l  p ro found  e f f e c t s  on 
th e  A rab ic  language and p ro v e rb s . The c o n q u ests  o f  th e  homelands o f  
o th e r  a n c ie n t  c u l tu r e s  in  E gyp t, S y r ia ,  M esopotam ia and P e r s i a ,  and th e  
su b seq u en t m in g lin g  o f  Arabs w ith  th e  p e o p le s  o f  th e s e  la n d s , m u tu a lly  
a f f e c te d  t h e i r  la n g u a g e s , l i t e r a t u r e s ,  an d , i t  i s  l i k e l y ,  t h e i r  p ro ­
v e rb s . Gibb p o in ts  o u t t h a t ,  as in  th e  c o n f ro n ta t io n  o f  J a h il ly a n  and 
I s la m ic  t r a d i t i o n s ,  two c o n f l i c t in g  e lem en ts  w ere a t  work in  th e  con­
quered  la n d s :  p o p u la r  e x p re s s io n s  o f  a n c ie n t  o r ig in  o v e r la id  w ith  a
19re c e n t  v en eer o f  C h r is t ia n  o r  Z o ro a s tr ia n  p h ilo so p h y . Thus, as A rab- 
Is la m ic  in f lu e n c e  in c re a s e d , fo u r  d iv e rg e n t  s tream s o f  t r a d i t i o n  com­
b in e d : th e  a n c ie n t  in d ig en o u s  p ro v e rb s  and more r e c e n t  e x p re s s io n s  c u r­
r e n t  in  th e  c o lo n iz e d  la n d s ,  and th e  im p o rted  p r e - I s la m ic  and Is la m ic  
p ro v e rb s  o f  th e  newcom ers, th e  c o n q u e re rs . S t i l l  l a t e r  a n o th e r  s tra tu m
was added , says G ibb, as sa y in g s  o f  l a t e r  g e n e s is  and v e rse  fragm ents
~ cfrom such p o s t - H i j r a  p o e ts  as a l-M u ta n a b b l, a l-F a ra z d a q  and Muti b .
I y a s ,  "who e i t h e r  co in ed  new p h ra se s  and s im i le s  o r  c lo th e d  th e  o ld  in
20new and more e x p re s s iv e  fo rm s ,"  w ere superim posed  on th e  o th e r  fo u r  
s t r a t a .  In  f a c t ,  Ism aCI l  a l-T a la a a n l  c o l l e c te d  th o se  v e rse s  o f  a l -
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M utanabbI w hich have p a s se d  in to  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  in  a  work c a l l e d  The
Rem aining P roverbs from  th e  P o e try  o f  al-M utanabbx (a l-A m tha l a l - s a ' i r a
c  , ,  2 1min S h i r  r  a l-M utanabbx)■
The m ajo r flaw  in  a l l  th e s e  a t t r i b u t io n s  i s  t h a t  th e  u se  o f  an
e x p re s s io n  by a  famous p e rso n n a g e , w hether P ro p h e t o r  p o e t ,  o r  in  such
works as th e  B ib le  o r  th e  Talmud, does n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  i n d ic a te  co inage
by t h a t  p e rso n  o r  in  t h a t  w r i t in g .  Arab p o e ts ,  in c lu d in g  th e  P ro p h e t,
w ere members o f  a community w hich v a lu e d  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  and th e  r u le s
o f  A rab ic  p o e t ic  and r h e t o r i c a l  com position  d id  n o t d isa p p ro v e  o f  f o r -
22m ula ic  e x p re s s io n  o r  "bo rrow ing" from p r io r  a u th o rs  o r  t r a d i t i o n s .
The S tudy o f  A rab ic  P roverbs 
C om pilation  o f  A rab ic  p ro v erb  lo re  began tow ard  th e  s t a r t  o f  the  
I s l amic e r a ,  o r  p e rh a p s  even p r io r  to  t h a t  t im e . C. Brockelm an ob­
s e rv e s  t h a t  "P roverbs  e x c i te d  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  th e  le a rn e d  from th e  very  
b e g in n in g  o f  A rab ic  l i t e r a t u r e ;  h i s to r ia n s  and p h i l o l o g i s t s  em ulated
2o
one a n o th e r  in  c o l l e c t i n g  and e x p la in in g  th em ."  D uring th e  e a r ly  
p e r io d  o f  I s la m ic  e x p an sio n ism , as th e  r a p id ly  grow ing em pire subsumed 
many a re a s  and p e o p le s  o f  th e  E a s t ,  an a c t iv e  sc h o o l o f  Arab p h i lo lo ­
g i s t s  sough t t o  p re s e rv e  th e  v e rb a l  h e r i ta g e  and p r o te c t  th e  language 
from non-A rab ic  in f lu e n c e s  (se e  p . 37) by re c o rd in g  w hat th e y  cou ld  o f 
a n c ie n t  u sa g e , in c lu d in g  p ro v e rb s  and r e l a t e d  form s o f  e x p re s s io n . In
f a c t ,  a lm ost a l l  th e  n o ta b le  p h i lo lo g is t s  dev o ted  s p e c i a l  works to  p ro -  
21;v e rb s . The r e s u l t  was an e x te n s iv e  l i t e r a t u r e  on C la s s ic a l  A rabic  
p ro v e rb s , p ro b ab ly  ru n n in g  to  hundreds o f volumes and c o n ta in in g  much
25v i t a l  in fo rm a tio n  on p r e - I s la m ic  Arab c u l tu re  as w e l l  as p ro v erb  t e x t s .
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The o ld e s t  e x ta n t  p h i lo l o g ic a l  t r e a t i s e  on A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  i s  
th e  e ig h th  c e n tu ry  K ita b  a l-A m th a l  (Book o f  P roverbs)  o f  M ufaddal Ibn 
Salamah a l-D a b b l. Ibn  Salam ah, who d ie d  sometime in  th e  second  c e n tu ry  
o f  th e  H ijr a , was a  Kufan p h i l o l o g i s t  and an a u th o r i ty  on p r e - I s la m ic  
p o e try .  H is work on p ro v e rb s , one o f  th e  b e s t  known c o l l e c t io n s  o f
C la s s ic a l  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , was among h i s  many works on a  v a r i e ty  o f
. . .  26 s u b je c t s .
Abu °Ubayd a l-Q asim  b .  S allam  a l-H a ra w i, a  p h i l o l o g i s t ,  j u r i s t
and th e o lo g ia n  b o rn  in  H era t i n  770 C .E . , c o n tin u ed  th e  work o f  Ibn
Salam ah. A l„H araw I's b ook , th e  K ita b  a l-A m tha l  (Book o f  P r o v e rb s ) ,
a ls o  c a l l e d  a l-M a ja lla  (The R e v ie w ) ,  was p r in te d  in  C o n s ta n tin o p le  as
27p a r t  one o f  a t-T u h fa  a l-B a h zy a .
Hamza a l - I s f a h a n i ' s 1 0 th  c e n tu ry  c o l l e c t io n  s u rv iv e s  in  manu-
Q
s c r i p t  form . T his c o l l e c t io n  d e a ls  w ith  p ro v erb s  in  th e  a fa  lu  min 
v e rb a l  form and was u sed  e x te n s iv e ly  by l a t e r  w r i t e r s ;  i t  w as, f o r  exam­
p l e ,  "co p ie d  word f o r  word by  a l-M a id an i f o r  th e  c o rre sp o n d in g  s e c t io n  
o f  h i s  book."^®
B u ild in g  upon th e  works o f  Ibn  Salamah and al-H araw x was a n o th e r
c c ^p h i l o l o g i s t ,  Abu H i la l  a l -  A s k a r l ,  who d ie d  around  1005 C.E. A l-  A s k a r l’s
J amharat a l-A m th a l  (C o l le c t io n  o f  P r o v e r b s ) , p r in t e d  posthum ously  in
Bombay in  1306-07, d e a l t  more com prehensively  w ith  th e  C la s s ic a l  p ro v erb s
29th a n  d id  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  o f  h i s  p re d e c e s so rs  ; i t  was th e  f i r s t  a t ­
tem pt to  a n n o ta te  each  p ro v e rb  from  th e  p h i lo lo g ic a l  and h i s t o r i c a l
p o in t  o f  v iew , ex c lu d in g  a l l  p o s t - C la s s i c a l  m a te r i a l ,  t o  w hich a l - I s -
-  -  30fa h a n i had a l l o t t e d  c o n s id e ra b le  sp a ce .
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The "best known and m ost com prehensive o f  th e  e a r ly  A rab ic  p ro ­
v e rb  s tu d ie s  i s  th e  K ita b  Majmac a l-A m th a l  (Book o f  C o lle c te d  P ro v e rb s )
o f  Ahmad b .  Muhammad a l-M ay d an i, a n o th e r  p h i l o l o g i s t .  A l-M aydani, who 
•  •
d ie d  O ctober 27> 112U, g a th e re d  to g e th e r  m a te r ia l  c o l l e c te d  by h i s  f o re ­
ru n n e rs  and "expanded each  s e c t io n  by  an append ix  on modern proverbs."^*" 
A l-M aydan i's  KitaJg s t i l l  e x ta n t  in  s e v e r a l  m an u sc rip ts  and re g a rd e d  as 
a  s ta n d a rd  work on A rab ic  p ro v e r b s , ap p eared  in  two vo lum es, and o f f e r s
m a te r i a l  on " a n c ie n t  A rab ic  h o u seh o ld  words and p ro v e r b s , w ith  v e ry  im -
32p o r ta n t  e x p la n a to ry  n o te s  on p o e tr y ."
D e sp ite  th e  in c r e a s in g  v i t a l i t y  o f  th e  c ammlya ( d ia l e c t )  forms
o f  speech  b e g in n in g  in  th e  s ix th  c e n tu ry  (see  pp. 3 5 -3 8 ), i t  was n o t
u n t i l  th e  n in e te e n th  and p r e s e n t  c e n tu r ie s  t h a t ,  under th e  in f lu e n c e  o f
European s c h o la r s h ip ,  Arab s c h o la r s  began to  d is p la y  an i n t e r e s t  once 
33more in  p ro v erb s  and to  make s e r io u s  a tte m p ts  to  c o l l e c t  them  "from
3I1
th e  l i v i n g  speech  o f  th e  p e o p le . I n t e r e s t  s h i f t e d  from  p h i lo lo g ic a l
concerns  w ith  p re s e rv in g  "p u re "  A rab ic  to  a  l i n g u i s t i c  fo cu s on spoken
lan g u a g e ; most works on modern d i a l e c t s  by Arab w r i t e r s  in c lu d e  s e c -  
35t io n s  on p ro v e rb s . Among th e  b e s t  known works by A rabs a re  a l-D urra
3^a l-y a tim a  f i  ' 1-Am thal al-Q adlm a  by Ib rah im  S a rk is  L ubnan i, Mahmud
c ^ cE f. Omar a l - B a j u r l 's  K ita b  Amthal a l-m u ta k a llim in  min Awamm a l-M is -
3*T 33r l y l n  and Ashhar a l-A m th a l  by T a h ir  b . S a l ih  a l - J a z a ' i r l .  Ahmad
Taymur’s a l-A m th a l a l - CAmmZya (C o llq u ia l  P ro v e rb s ) ^  c o n ta in s  3200
spoken E g y p tian  p ro v e rb s , and Sheikh  J a l a l  a l - H a n a f l 's  a l-A m th a l a l -
Baghdadlya  (The P roverbs o f  Baghdad) ^  i s  a  m u lti-v o lu m e c o l l e c t io n  o f
I r a q i  c o l lo q u ia l  p ro v e rb s .
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R ecen t Trends
In  p a r t  "because o f th e  grow ing in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  s o c ia l  s c ie n c e s
on p a rem io lo g y , th e r e  has been  a  t r e n d  away from  p u re ly  l i t e r a r y  and
h i s t o r i c a l  s tu d ie s  among W estern r e s e a rc h e r s  in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  
1+1tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . S c h o la rs  s t i l l  do c o n te n t a n a ly s e s , a tte m p tin g  in
p a r t ,  a c co rd in g  to  Dundes, " to  c o r r e la t e  p ro v erb  c o n te n t w ith  n a t io n a l
1+2c h a r a c te r  and to  e x tr a p o la te  w orldview  from p ro v e rb s ,"  b u t f o lk l o r ­
i s t s  and a n th ro p o lo g is ts  in v o lv e d  in  such  s tu d ie s  u s u a lly  c a u tio n  t h e i r
Ij.-?
r e a d e rs  about th e  l im i t a t i o n s  o f  such s t u d i e s , and u t i l i z e  more r i ­
gorous a n a ly t i c a l  t o o ls  th a n  th e  s im p le  s u b je c t iv e  commentary o f  t h e i r  
p re d e c e s s o r s .
S ince  th e  1 9 6 0 's  c o n te x tu a l  app roaches have been made to  a l l
g en res  o f  f o lk lo r e ,  and p ro v e rb s  a re  c e r t a i n l y  no e x c e p tio n . Dundes
rem arks t h a t  " i t  has been su g g e s te d  t h a t  th e r e  may be law s o r  r a t h e r
p r in c i p l e s  gov ern in g  th e  d ec is io n -m ak in g  p ro c e s s  which r e s u l t s  in  th e
c i t a t i o n  o f  one p ro v erb  r a t h e r  th a n  a n o th e r ,  o r  r a th e r  th a n  no p ro -  
,.14.14.
v e rb . F o l k lo r i s t s  have made c o n te x tu a l  s tu d ie s  o f  p ro v e rb s  m
I45 „
s e a rc h  o f  th e s e  e lu s iv e  r u l e s , draw ing on th e  ethnography  o f  speak­
in g "  movement, whose approach  to  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  i s ,  in  th e  words o f  
D e ll  Hymes, th e  m ovem ent's fo u n d e r , "co n cern ed  w ith  th e  s i t u a t i o n s  and 
u s e s ,  th e  p a t t e r n s  and f u n c t io n s ,  o f  sp eak in g  as an a c t i v i t y  in  i t s
b6own r i g h t . "  Some exam ples o f  t h i s  e th n o g ra p h ic  approach  a re  a  s tu d y
by E. Ojo Arewa and Alan Dundes o f  Yoruba p ro v e rb s  and t h e i r  u se  in
c o n te x t ,  P e te r  S e i t e l ' s  work on p ro v e rb s  as m etap h o rs , R obert A.
1+9B a r a k a t 's  s tu d y  o f  A rabic  p ro v e rb s  in  c o n t e x t s . and Kwesi Y ankah 's 
a n a ly se s  o f  Akan p ro v e rb s . ^
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P ro v e rb s  have a ls o  found t h e i r  way in to  th e  rea lm  o f  a p p lie d
f o lk l o r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  c l i n i c a l  p sycho logy . D undes, f o r  in s t a n c e ,
r e p o r t s  t h a t  p ro v e rb s  have been used  to  m easure c e r t a in  m en ta l s k i l l s ^ ;
F ran zesk a  Baum garten has w r i t t e n  on th e  u s e fu ln e s s  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  a t t i -  
52tu d e  m easurem ent. P au l S a tz  and L .T . C a r ro l l  i n d ic a te  t h a t  abnorm al
m en ta l c o n d it io n s  can  be d e te rm in ed  th ro u g h  th e  u se  o f  p ro v e rb s  as p ro -
53j e c t iv e  language b e h a v io r , and W olfgang M ieder r e p o r t s  t h a t  p ro v erb s
can be u s e f u l  in  t e s t i n g  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  v e rb a l  com prehension , a b s t r a c t
54
th in k in g ,  s c h iz o p h re n ia  and p e r s o n a l i ty  t r a i t s .
W estern  s c h o la r s  h a v e , th e n , approached  t h e i r  m a te r ia ls  from 
numerous t h e o r e t i c a l  and p h i lo s o p h ic a l  a n g le s  and w ith  a  v a r i e ty  o f  
p u rp o se s . There have been  w r i te r s  who s tu d ie d  p ro v e rb s  in  t h e i r  own 
la n g u a g e s ; o th e r s  have fo cu sed  on p ro v erb s  from  o u ts id e  t h e i r  own t r a ­
d i t i o n s .  Some s c h o la r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  have c a r r ie d  ou t 
com parative  r e s e a rc h  in  q u e s t o f  u n iv e r s a l  p r in c ip le s  o f  p ro v e rb s  de­
f i n i t i o n  and u sa g e . P s y c h o lo g is ts  have re g a rd e d  p ro v e rb s  as m an ipu la­
t i v e  to o ls  in  th e  a ssessm en t o f  p e r s o n a l i ty .  We move now to  some o f  th e  
s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s  a d d re sse d  in  p ro v erb  re s e a rc h .
The Problem  o f D e f in i t io n  
D e sp ite  th e  n e a r  u n iv e r s a l i ty  o f  p ro v e rb s  and th e  long  h i s to r y  
o f  p a rem io lo g y , s c h o la r s  have y e t  to  concur on a  c l e a r ,  com p le te , and 
u n iv e r s a l ly  a p p lic a b le  d e f in i t i o n  o f  th e  p ro v e rb . Some p a re m io lo g is ts  
have e le c te d  t o  m inim ize o r  com ple te ly  ig n o re  th e  fundam ental i s s u e  o f  
d e f in in g  t h e i r  m a te r i a l s ;  n o . l e s s  a  n o ta b le  th a n  A rcher T a y lo r w ro te  
t h a t  "The d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  p ro v erb  i s  to o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  rep ay  th e  u n d e r-
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ta lc in g ,"  and t h a t  "E xcept in  a  vague p a ra p h ra se  th e r e  i s  no d e f in in g  a  
p r o v e r b . B . J .  W h itin g , a  le a d in g  l i t e r a r y  s c h o la r ,  co n cu rred : "To 
o f f e r  a  b r i e f  y e t  w orkab le  d e f in i to n  o f  th e  p ro v e rb , e s p e c ia l ly  w ith  th e  
p r o v e r b ia l  p h ra se  in c lu d e d , i s  w e l l  n ig h  im p o s s ib le ." " ^  W hiting  d id  
in  f a c t  su g g e s t th e  fo llo w in g  d e f in i t i o n  tw en ty  y e a rs  e a r l i e r ,  in  1932:
A p ro v erb  i s  an e x p re s s io n  w h ich , owing i t s  b i r t h  t o  th e  p e o p le , 
t e s t i f i e s  to  i t s  o r ig in  in  form and p h ra s e . I t  e x p re sse s  w hat i s  
a p p a re n tly  a  fundam en ta l t r u t h ,  — t h a t  i s ,  a  t ru is m , — in  homely 
lan g u a g e , o f te n  ad o rn ed , how ever, w ith  a l l i t e r a t i o n  and rhyme. I t  
i s  u s u a l ly  s h o r t ,  b u t  need  n o t b e ; i t  i s  u s u a l ly  t r u e ,  b u t need n o t 
b e . Some p ro v e rb s  have b o th  a l i t e r a l  and a ls o  a  f ig u r a t i v e  m eaning, 
e i t h e r  o f  w hich makes p e r f e c t  s e n s e ;  b u t  more o f te n  th e y  have b u t 
one o f  th e  tw o. A p ro v e rb  must be v e n e ra b le ;  i t  b e a rs  s ig n s  o f  
a n t i q u i t y ,  and , s in c e  such s ig n s  may be c o u n te r f e i te d  by  a  c le v e r  
l i t e r a r y  man, i t  sh o u ld  be a t t e s t e d  in  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s  a t  d i f f e r e n t  
t im e s .57
W hiting  th en  lam en ts  t h a t  many " t r u e  p ro v e rb s"  do n o t f i t  a l l  th e  r e ­
qu irem en ts o f  even h i s  lo o p -h o le - r id d e n  d e f i n i t i o n  and t h a t  no one 
d e f i n i t i o n  can co v er a l l  t h r e e  groups o f  p r o v e r b ia l  l i t e r a t u r e  — " tr u e
c Q
p ro v e rb s , p r o v e r b ia l  p h r a s e ,  and s e n te n t io u s  re m a rk s ,"  w hich doubt­
l e s s  acco u n ts  f o r  h i s  l a t e r  d e s p a ir .
F r ie d r ic h  S e i l e r ,  i n  h i s  g r e a t  work on German p ro v e rb s , g iv es
exam ples o f  f u n c t io n a l  c r i t e r i a  and s t y l i s t i c  d e v ic e s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c
o f  p ro v erb s  b u t ,  c r i t i c i z e s  S ilv e rm a n -W e in re ich , "he ends by drowning
in  a  s e a  o f  d e f in ie n d a  and canno t a r r i v e  a t  an i n t e r n a l ly  c o n s is te n t
d e f in i t i o n  to  co v e r e v e ry  p r o v e r b . D a n i s h  p h i lo l o g i s t  I v e r  K jae r
d e f in e s  p ro v e rb s  as "anonymous t r a d i t i o n a l  sa y in g s  about human l i f e
( d i r e c t ly  o r  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y ) . . . ” b u t says n o th in g  about form  o r  l e n g th ,
and le a v e s  o u t many p ro v e rb s  concerned  w ith  non-human phenomena such 
60as w e a th e r . R oger Abrahams begged th e  q u e s tio n  when he w ro te  in
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1967 t h a t  "p ro v e rb s  a re  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e f in e  by i n t e r n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  
b u t  th e y  a re  imme d ia t e ly  r e c o g n iz a b le  when u sed  in  a  p ro v erb  c o n te x t ."  
Yet how do we re c o g n iz e  a  "p ro v e rb  c o n te x t"  i f  we do n o t know w hat a  
p ro v erb  i s ?
B arakat makes a  le n g th y  and th o ro u g h ly  co n fu s in g  s ta b  a t  d e f in in g
C 6 2th e  A rabic  p roverb  (m a th a l) in  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  "maxim" (qa i d a ) . He 
b a se s  h i s  d i s t i n c t io n  on d a ta  from  in fo rm a n ts , who he concedes a re  f a r  
from  agreem ent on th e  d e t a i l s  o f  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  th e  two fo rm s, and he 
conc ludes t h a t  in  f a c t  th e  two te rm s a re  u sed  in te rc h a n g e a b ly . Most 
in fo rm a n ts , he s a y s ,  a g reed  t h a t  b o th  forms may c o n ta in  hikma  (wisdom; 
see  below ) b u t  u sage  c o n te x t d e te rm in es  th e  amount o f  hikma  in  an ite m ; 
a  few in fo rm a n ts  s a id  t h a t  a l l  p ro v e rb s  do n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  c o n ta in  h i k -  
ma. The m a th a l , r e p o r t s  B a ra k a t, i s  s a id  to  e x p re ss  " h ig h e r  t r u t h "  
th a n  th e  qaci d a , and to  convey c u l t u r a l  in fo rm a tio n  (norm s) r e le v a n t  to  
A rabic  s o c ie ty  and c u l t u r e . ^  Does t h i s  th e n  im ply t h a t  in fo rm a tio n  o r  
norms conveyed by th e  ga id a  a re  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  Arab c u l tu r e ?  One a s ­
sumes t h a t  B arakat means h e re  t h a t  th e  m athal i s  more s p e c i f ic  to  Arab 
c u l tu r e  th a n  th e  g acic fa , s in c e  some deg ree  o f  re le v a n c e  must e x i s t  f o r
Q
th e  ga id a  t o  be u sed  a t  a l l .  S ta te d  a n o th e r  way, i t  appears  t h a t
— cB arakat means to  sa y  t h a t  th e  ga id a  p e r t a in s  to  b o th  Arab c u l tu r e  and 
humankind in  g e n e ra l  w h ile  th e  m athal i s  c u l tu r e  s p e c i f i c .  But how 
such d e te rm in a tio n s  a re  made o r  how th e  " h e ig h t"  o f  a t r u t h  i s  m easured 
a re  n o t d e a l t  w ith  and w ould seem in  any case  to  be h ig h ly  dubious and 
s u b je c t iv e  d i s t i n c t i o n s .
B arakat th e n  r e l a t e s  t h a t  some in fo rm a n ts  d i s t in g u is h  betw een 
th e  two forms on th e  b a s is  o f  a p p l i c a t i o n s ;  th e  m athal i s  s a id  t o  ap p ly
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t o  p e rs o n a l  s i t u a t i o n s  in v o lv in g  f r i e n d s ,  r e l a t i v e s ,  n e ig h b o rs , e t c . ,
w h ile  th e  qa °id a  i s  a p p lic a b le  to  g e n e ra l  s i t u a t i o n s  — p o l i t i c a l ,  o r -
66g a n iz a t io n a l ,  and some s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n s .  T his th e n  seems t o  su g g e s t 
t h a t  an i te m 's  i d e n t i t y  may a l t e r n a t e  depending on th e  usage  c o n te x t .  
U l t im a te ly  B arakat adm its  t h a t  th e  f in e  l i n e  w hich d is t in g u is h e s  m athal 
from  q a °id a  i s  e x c ee d in g ly  d i f f i c u l t  t o  draw , and t h a t  in  f a c t  i t  i s  
o f te n  c o n te x tu a l ly  d e fin e d . Summarized, th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  p o s i te d  
by some in fo rm an ts  f o r  th e  m athal in c lu d e  a  p e rs o n a l  l e v e l  o f  s i t u a ­
t i o n a l  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  p o s s e s s io n  o f  a  c e r t a i n  deg ree  o f  hikm a  (w isdom ), 
p o t e n t i a l  a p p l ic a t io n  " to  th o se  c o n te x ts  w hich a re  o f  g r e a t e r  v a lu e  to  
human b e h a v io r  and e x p re s s iv e  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  norms in  A rab ic  s o c ie ty ,"
and th e  s t a t i n g  o f  "some g e n e ra l ,  o r  u n iv e r s a l ,  t r u t h  s ig n i f i c a n t  in
6 8  cte rm s o f  t h a t  s o c ie ty  and i t s  m em bers." The ga i d a ,  on th e  o th e r  hand ,
i s  a ls o  s i t u a t io n - o r i e n t e d  b u t  i t  i s  a p p lie d  t o  c o n te x ts  w hich ap p ear
— ct o  be im p e rso n a l, g e n e ra l  and u n iv e r s a l .  The qa id a  may c o n ta in  hikma  
b u t  i t  i s  "more e x p re s s iv e  o f  u n iv e r s a l  norms on a  u n iv e r s a l  l e v e l  th a n
go
on a  s p e c i f i c  c u l t u r a l  o r  s o c i e t a l  l e v e l , "  w h a tev er t h a t  m eans. Ba­
r a k a t ,  th e n , drowns in  th e  same s e a  o f  d e f in in g  d e t a i l s  as d id  S e i l e r ,  
and f u r th e r  co m p lica tes  th e  m a t te r  by im p ly ing  t h a t  d e f in i t i o n  must 
r e l y  on th e  s u b je c t iv e  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  hikma  (wisdom) to  c o n te x tu a l  
a p p l ic a t io n s  o f  ite m s .
N ig e l B a rley  a s s e r t s  t h a t  even w here d e f in i t io n s  o f  p ro v erb s
TOhave been p r o f e r r e d ,  th e y  have o f te n  been  " e n l ig h te n in g ly  w rong ."
C a re fu l  exam ination  o f  p ro p o sed  p a r t i a l  o r  f u l l  d e f in i t i o n s  d o e s , how­
e v e r ,  r e v e a l  a  number o f  seem ing ly  m inim al a s p e c ts  o f  th e  p roverb  
w hich w i l l  le a d  to  a com plete and ad eq u ate  d e f i n i t i o n .  These c r i t e r i a
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f a l l  i n to  f iv e  c a te g o r ie s :  form , so u rc e  o f  a u th o r i ty ,  mode o f  e x p re s s io n , 
r a is o n  d ’e t r e , and c o n te n t .
Form
Most p roposed  p ro v erb  d e f in i t i o n s  commence w ith  some s ta te m e n t 
71on th e  s p e c ia l  form  o f  th e  p ro v e rb , w hich h as  been d e s c r ib e d  as a
72 73 7kb r i e f ,  t e r s e ,  eco n o m ica l, p i th y ,  w i t t y ,  f u l l ,  im p erso n a l and
l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  a r t f u l  e ip g ra m m a tic a l " s ta n d a rd  s ta te m e n t o f  m oral
o r  c a te g o r ic a l  im p e ra tiv e s  in  f ix e d  m e ta p h o ric a l  p a ra d ig m a tic  form"
i td e a lin g  w ith  "fundam en ta l l o g ic a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s . "  A " s ta n d a rd  s t a t e ­
m e n t,"  a c co rd in g  to  B a r le y , im p lie s  one w hich i s  " re d u c ib le  to  a  l i s t
7ftf o r  any g iv en  c u l t u r e , "  and f o l k l o r i s t s  h a v e , n a tu r a l l y ,  em phasized
79t h a t  th e  p ro v erb  sh o u ld  be " c u r r e n t  i n  t r a d i t i o n . "  The c o n c ise n ess
o f  th e  p ro v erb  i s  e v id e n t in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  m ost p ro v erb s  c o n s is t  o f  a
s in g le  s e n te n c e ;  th e y  a r e ,  in  e s se n c e , "among th e  s h o r t e s t  forms o f
t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p re s s io n  t h a t  c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  th em se lv es  as fo rm al a r -  
8o
t i s t i c  e n t i t i t e s . "  The u n iqueness  o f  p ro v e rb  form has been  d e s c r ib e d  
by S e i t e l  as " o u t- o f - c o n te x t"  because  a  p ro v e rb  v io la te s  th e  conven­
t i o n a l  r u le s  o f  c o n v e rs a tio n  in  some way, so  t h a t  w h ile  a  p roverb  may 
be a p p ro p r ia te  w i th in  a  p a r t i c u l a r  c o n v e rs a t io n a l  c o n te x t ,  i t s  " s y n ta x , 
s u b je c t  m a t te r ,  o r  o th e r  f e a tu r e s  v i o l a t e  in  some (a c c e p ta b le )  way th e
g-|
’u s u a l ’ c o n te x t ."
82Form in  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  i s  d is c u s s e d  by  Mahgoub and , in  more
f i*3
d e t a i l ,  by W esterm arck. Mahgoub e la b o r a te s  v a r io u s  s t r e s s  p a t t e r n s  
and s y l l a b ic  s t r u c tu r e s  common in  E g y p tian  p ro v e rb s ,  and n o te s  t h a t
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many p ro v e rb s  d is p la y  a  b a la n c e d  s t r u c tu r e  c o n s is t in g  o f  two p h ra s e s .
In  a d d i t io n s she c i t e s  th e  w ide u se  o f  p a r t i c l e s  such  as ' i l l i  (w h ich ), 
zayy  ( a s ,  l i k e ) ,  ya ( - 0 (who)  a n d - 'i n  ( i f )  as fo rm al m arkers o f  
p ro v e rb s . In  r e f e re n c e  t o  Moroccan p ro v e rb s ,  W esterm arck enum erates 
e le v e n  m ajo r fo rm al c a te g o r ie s  and s u b -c a te g o r ie s  as fo llo w s : l )  com­
p a r is o n  ("An o ld  woman i s  w orse th a n  th e  d e v i l " ) ;  2) com parison and 
a n t i t h e s i s  ("Your f r i e n d  who i s  n e a r  i s  b e t t e r  th a n  y o u r b r o th e r  who i s  
f a r  aw ay"); 3) c a u s a t io n  ( " P a tie n c e  i s  th e  key o f  a l l  w e l l - b e in g " ) ;
3a) consequences in  l o g i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  p h ra se s  ("What h as  p a sse d  has 
d ie d , i t  w i l l  be r e p e a te d  no m o re"); 3b) c a u s a t io n  in  l i t e r a l  p lu s  
m e ta p h o ric a l p h ra s e s  ("An enemy w i l l  n o t become a  f r i e n d ,  and b ra n  w i l l  
n o t become f l o u r " ) ;  1+) im p e ra tiv e  ("Do as y o u r  n e ig h b o r does o r  move 
from h im " ); i*a) im p e ra tiv e  p receed ed  by c o n d it io n a l  c la u s e  ( " i f  you 
a re  a  peg  endure  th e  knock ing  and i f  you a re  a  m a l le t  s t r i k e " ) ;  
l*b) n e g a tiv e  im p e ra tiv e  ("Don’t  b e l i t t l e  him  who i s  n o t s m a ll, don’t  
m agnify him who i s  n o t g r e a t " ) ;  be) two a n t i t h e t i c a l  im p e ra tiv e s  ("Sow 
w h ea t, don’t  sow th o r n s " ) ;  5) c u rs e s  ("The c u rse  o f  God be on th e  
go lden  cup , i f  t h e r e  i s  b i l e  in  i t " ) ;  6) b le s s in g s  ("May God be w ith
you , 0 s t r a n g e r " ) ;  7) c u rse  and b le s s in g  ("May God b e t r a y  th e  b e t r a y e r ,  
and may God in c r e a s e  th e  good o f  him  who i s  g o o d "); 8) q u e s tio n  w ith  
n e g a tiv e  im p l ic a t io n  ("What i s  d e a th  go ing  t o  ta k e  from an empty 
h o u s e ? " ) ;  9) sarcasm  ("0 how b e a u t i f u l  i s  th e  lo v e  in  th e  head  o f  
o th e r  p e o p le " ) ;  10) i ro n y  ( " I  s h a l l  have t o  w a it  t i l l  th e  rav en  becomes 
w h ite  and th e  donkey clim bs a  la d d e r  and th e  s a l t  b lo sso m s" ) ; l l )  r e ­
p e t i t i o n :  11a) im m ediate r e p e t i t i o n  (Your t a l e  C isI a  t a l e ,  and your
t a l k  y o u r t a l k " ) ;  l i b )  r e p e t i t i o n  s e p a ra te d  by  one o r  more words
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("T here  i s  no b e a u ty  h u t  th e  b e a u ty  o f  a c t i o n " ) ;  11c) r e p e t i t i o n  from
one p h ra se  to  th e  n e x t ("C u p id ity  i s  a p la g u e , and th e  p lag u e  k i l l s " ) ;
l i d )  same word s t a r t s  b o th  p h ra s e s  ("A l i t t l e  f o r  God and a  l i t t l e  f o r  
my own h e a r t " ) ;  l i e )  same word ends b o th  p h ra s e s  ("The c a t  u se s  cun­
n in g , and th e  mouse u ses  c u n n in g " ) .
In  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly s is  i t  may b e  th e  form  w hich d e f in e s  th e  p ro ­
v e rb ;  as W esterm arck p u t i t  some f i f t y  y e a rs  ago:
The p ro v e rb  c o n ta in s  some to u ch  o f  fan cy  in  th e  p h ra s in g , i t  
p e r s o n i f i e s  in a n im a te  o b je c ts  o r  a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p tio n s , i t  i s  p a ra ­
d o x ic a l ,  h y p e rb o l ic ,  p o in te d  and p u n g e n t, p i th y  and ep ig ra m m a tic a l, 
o r  i t  makes u se  o f  a n t i t h e s i s  o r  p a r a l le l i s m  o r  o f  rhythm , rim e 
CsicII, a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  o r  puns. I t  i s  th e  form  w hich g iv e s  most 
p ro v e rb s  t h e i r  s a l t .® ^
S ilv e rm an -W ein re ich  p o in ts  t o  th e  f a c t  t h a t  form h e lp s  d e fin e  th e  p ro ­
verb  n o t on ly  in  an academ ic s e n s e , b u t  f o r  i t s  u s e r s  and aud ience  as 
w e l l ;
To s e t  i t  a p a r t  from o rd in a ry  u t t e r a n c e s ,  th e  p ro v erb  as an in d ic a to r  
o f  th e  r u l e ,  ap p ears  t o  be c a s t  i n to  c e r t a i n  m o lds , and to  be c h a ra c ­
t e r i z e d  by c e r t a i n  fo rm al m ark e rs . These m arkers s e rv e  as a  k in d  o f  
o r a l  q u e s tio n  m arks, m aking th e  p ro v e rb  e a s i e r  t o  remember and t r a n s ­
m it f o r  th o se  who know i t ,  w h ile  in t im a t in g  t o  th o s e  who do n o t know 
i t  t h a t  i t  i s  a  p ro v e rb , when h e a rd  f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e .^ 5
Form, f i n a l l y ,  may h e lp  le n d  th e  p ro v erb  a u th o r i ty ,  " s ig n i f y in g  to  th e  
l i s t e n e r  t h a t  i t  i s  no o rd in a ry  s m a l l - t a l k ,  b u t  th e  V oice o f  t r a d i t i o n a l
•  .  k 86wisdom.
Source o f  A u th o r ity  
I f  p e o p le  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l tu r e  do s u b s c r ib e  t o  b e l i e f  in  in ­
h e re n t  t r u t h  in  t h e i r  p ro v e rb s  — and ev id en ce  o f  p ro v e rb  use in  s e r io u s
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c ircu m stan ces  such, as e d u c a tio n  and j u d i c i a l  p ro ce e d in g s  in d ic a te s  t h a t  
th e y  do — th e n  i t  fo llo w s  t h a t  th e r e  sh o u ld  be an a u th o r i ty  upon which 
t h a t  t r u t h  i s  founded. The shamed e x p e rien c e s  o f  numbers o f  p e o p le  over 
tim e  spawned w hat Lord R u s s e l l  term ed  ’’th e  wisdom o f  many" summarized
Q rj
by " th e  w it  o f  one" in  p ro v erb  form  and th e n  r e t r a n s m it te d  by and to  
th e  e v e r - in c r e a s in g  "m any." T r a d i t io n a l  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  
p r o v e r b ia l  o p in io n  i s  th e  suprem e a u th o r i ty  quo ted  -when th e 'o f t - u s e d  
fo rm u la ic  l e a d - in  t o  a  p ro v erb  ap p e ars  in  E n g lish : "You know w hat th ey  
s a y . . . . "  A rab ic  sp e ak e rs  som etim es in tro d u c e  p ro v e rb s  th ro u g h  s im i la r  
c o n v e n tio n s ; Mahgoub o b se rv e s  t h a t  E y p tia n  p ro v erb s  may be p receed ed  by 
ga l ( i t  i s  s a i d ) ,  sa h lh  ( t r u l y ) ,  sa b lh  i l l i  g a l  (he i s  r i g h t  who s a id ) ,  
flush b i y 'u l l a h  ( d o e s n 't  i t  s a y ) ,  o r  ° a la  r a 'y  i l - m a s a l  (as  th e  p ro v erb
g o e s ) ;  th e y  may a ls o  be fo llo w e d  by  z a y y - i  ma b i y ’u lu  o r  c a la  r a 'y - i  ma
88b i y ’u lu  (as th e y  s a y ) .  The " a u t h o r i t i e s "  c i t e d  in  th e s e  c a se s  c a r ry  
th e  w e ig h t o f  lo n g -s ta n d in g  p u b l ic  concensus a id e d  by th e  r e a s s u r in g  
f a m i l i a r i t y  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  p ro v e rb s . As Raymond F i r t h  e x p la in s  i t ,
I t  i s  t h i s  w e ig h t o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  te a c h in g  w hich i s  th e  
u l t im a te  b a s i s  and s a n c t io n  f o r  th e  p ro v e rb , w hich p ro v id e s  i t s  
p o ten cy  as a  means o f  en fo rcem en t o f  s o c ia l  co n d u c t. T his a c ts  
th ro u g h  an a p p e a l to  p u b l ic  o p in io n , f o r  which th e  in d iv id u a l  a l ­
ways had g r e a t  re g a rd .
In  t r a d i t i o n  l i e s  t r u t h ,  o r  a s  " th e y "  say  in  Lebanon, "A p ro v e rb  n ev er 
t e l l s  a  l i e . "
John F. McKenna h as  p ro p o sed  a  view  o f  t h i s  "w eigh t o f  t r a d i t i o n "  
as a  s o r t  o f  b a l a s t  p r e s e rv in g  th e  e q u il ib r iu m  by w hich s o c ie ty  coun­
te rb a la n c e s  th e  fo rc e s  o f  change:
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th u s  approved  hy each  g e n e ra t io n ,  th e  p ro v erb  appears  i d e n t i f i e d  
w ith  t r a d i t i o n ,  w ith  th e  " e s ta b l i s h m e n t ,” n o t c o n s id e re d  as a 
p a s s in g  reg im e, b u t as th e  way a  p e o p le  lo o k s  a t  th in g s  over a  p e r ­
io d  o f  c e n tu r ie s .  I n d iv id u a l  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  a re  s u b o rd in a te d ; th e  
s u b je c t iv e  g iv e s  way to  th e  o b je c t iv e ,  in  a  r e a l i s t i c ,  p rag m atic  
system  g iven  to  f ix in g  blam e and t o  te a c h in g  le s s o n s  u s e f u l  in  th e  
f u tu r e .  The p ro v erb  e x p re s se s  th e  v a lu es  o f  th e  w in n e rs , th e  s u r ­
v iv o r s ,  n o t th e  l o s e r s ,  and i s  more f re q u e n tly  i n t e r e s t e d  in  p ru ­
dence th a n  in  com passion. I t  i s  an unduly  c o n s p ir a t io n a l  view to  
speak  o f  th e  p ro v erb  as p a r t  o f  an e s ta b l is h m e n ta r ia n  p l o t ,  b u t  i t  
does te n d  to  su p p o rt th e  s ta t u s  quo , p la y in g  one o f  th e  r o le s  o f  a  
s o r t  o f  m y tho logy .90 Thus th e  p ro v erb  i s  th e  e n c a p s u la te d  e x p re s s io n  
o f  a  s u c c e s s fu l  a n c e s t r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h a t  e n jo y s  c u l t u r a l  s t a b i l i t y . 91
The p ro v erb  may f u n c t io n ,  th e n ,  as a  l in k  "betw een an a c tu a l  e x p e rien c e
92o r  s i t u a t i o n  and th e  body o f  t r a .d i t i o n a l  wisdom ."
Mode o f  E x p ress io n  
Once a  " t r u th "  i s  e s ta b l i s h e d  and th e  need  f o r  c i t i n g  i t  a r i s e s ,  
i t  must f in d  a  v e h ic le  f o r  e x p re s s io n . Language i s  t h a t  v e h ic le ,  and 
p ro v erb s  c o n s t i tu t e  a v e ry  s p e c i a l  k in d  o f  lan g u ag e . W hile some p ro ­
v e rb s  a re  s im p le , s t r a ig h t f o rw a r d  s ta te m e n ts  ("Shame on him who does 
sham efu l t h in g s " ) ,  th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  a re  m e ta p h o ric a l . When someone 
says "The n e t  s c o ld s  th e  sieve"!IEW l 1+673 in  re fe re n c e  t o  a  c r i t i c  who 
i s  no b e t t e r  th a n  h i s  t a r g e t ,  l o g i c a l  co n n ec tio n s  a re  e s ta b l i s h e d  a t  
s e v e r a l  l e v e l s .  F i r s t ,  th e  l i s t e n e r  must re c o g n iz e  th e  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  
o f  th e  p ro v erb  to  th e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand , s e t t i n g  up an i n t e l l e c t u a l  
eq u asio n : "The n e t  s c o ld in g  th e  s ie v e "  e q u a ls  "p erso n  A c r i t i c i z i n g
p e rso n  B ."  But n e ts  and s ie v e s  a re  n o t p e rs o n s , so th e  c o g n it iv e  l in k  
m ust be e s ta b l i s h e d  betw een th e  m e ta p h o ric a l p ro v erb  te rm in o lo g y  and th e  
e lem en ts  o f  th e  im m ediate c o n te x t :
th e  n e t  : p e rso n  A : : th e  s ie v e  : p e rso n  B.
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I f  th e  n e t  i s  in  f a c t  t o  p e rso n  A as th e  s ie v e  i s  t o  p e rso n  B, th e n  
w hat th e  p r o v e r b ia l  n e t  does to  th e  s ie v e  ( s c o ld s ,  o r  e v a lu a te s  nega­
t i v e l y )  i s  e q u iv a le n t  t o  what p e rso n  A does t o  p e rso n  B ( c r i t i c i z e s ,  o r  
e v a lu a te s  n e g a t iv e ly ) .  F u rth e rm o re , th e  im p l ic a t io n  i s  t h a t  b ecau se  
th e  n e t  i s  j u s t  a s  perm eable  as th e  s ie v e  and th e r e f o r e  h a rd ly  in  a 
p o s i t i o n  to  c r i t i c i z e ,  p e rso n  A has no b u s in e s s  c r i t i c i z i n g  p e rso n  B.
G.B. M iln e r 's  view  o f  th e  p ro v e rb  as a s ta te m e n t in  w hich symmetry o f
93c o n te n t  i s  rep ro d u ced  in  symmetry o f  form i s  e s p e c ia l ly  a p p lic a b le
to  such  m e ta p h o ric a l p ro v e rb s  a s  t h i s  one.
M etaphor i s  b u t  one p o s s ib le  e x p re s s iv e  mode in  p ro v e rb s . A .J .
G reim as d is c u s s e s  c o n n o ta tiv e  e x p re s s io n  in  p ro v erb s  w h ich , he s a y s ,
fu n c t io n  a t  two l e v e l s  o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n :  th e  r e f e r e n t i a l  o r  d e n o ta t iv e ,
9hand th e  c o n n o ta t iv e . The r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een th e  two l e v e l s ,  e l a ­
b o r a te s  P ie r r e  C repeau , i s  m e d ia te , " th a t  i s  to  s a y , i t  i s  e s ta b l i s h e d  
by th e  a id  o f  th e  s o c io c u l tu r a l  c o n te x t and o f  th e  e n u n c ia tiv e  p ro c e s s . 
The e n u n c ia tiv e  p ro c e ss  in c lu d e s  th e  s i t u a t i o n a l  c o n te x t and th e  i n ­
t e n t i o n a l  o r  f u n c t io n a l  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  p r o v e r b . V a r i a b l e s  o f  s o c io ­
c u l t u r a l  and im m ediate c o n te x t and perfo rm ance  h e lp  de te rm ine  w hat i s  
e x p re s se d  and how i t  i s  e x p re s s e d . Thus when s tu d y in g  s im i la r  b u t  no t 
i d e n t i c a l  p ro v erb s  we may say  t h a t  "A v a r i a n t  i s  a  change in  form a t  
th e  p u re  l i n g u i s t i c  l e v e l ;  a  v e r s io n  on th e  c o n tra ry  im p lie s  a  sw itch
q g
in  s e m a n tic s ."  This d i s t i n c t i o n  may w e l l  be  a p p lic a b le  to  o th e r  
f o l k l o r i c  gen res as w e l l .
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R aison  d ’e t r e
W ith such complex f e a tu re s  m aking up th e  p r o v e r b ia l  mode o f  ex­
p r e s s io n ,  why do p eo p le  u se  p ro v erb s  a t  a l l ?  What i s  th e  ra iso n  d 'e t r e  
o f  th e s e  s h o r t  t r a d i t i o n a l  s ta te m e n ts  and m etaphors?  C e r ta in ly  one 
f a c t o r  in f lu e n c in g  t h e i r  u se  i s  th e  w e ig h t o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  a u th o r i ty  
w hich p ro v e rb s  c a r ry  and w hich le n d s  c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  what i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  
an o p in io n a te d  s ta te m e n t on a s i t u a t i o n ;  W esterm arck su g g e s ts  t h a t
When a  p e rso n  has  som ething t o  s a y , a  p ro v erb  o f te n  g iv es  him  a  con­
v e n ie n t  ready-m ade means o f  e x p re s s io n  w hich sp a re s  him th e  t r o u b le  
o f  f in d in g  words o f  h i s  own f o r  fo rm u la tin g  h i s  th o u g h t. The use o f  
a  p ro v erb  adds p iquancy  t o  o n e 's  sp e ec h ; i t  shows s a v o ir  v iv r e  and 
knowledge to o ;  i t  makes a  n e a t  argum ent w hich has th e  a u th o r i ty  o f  
custom  and t r a d i t i o n  — as A r i s t o t l e  s a id ,  "p ro v e rb s  a re  in  th e  na­
t u r e  o f  e v id e n c e ."97
F u rth e rm o re , as T a y lo r n o te s ,  a  p ro v e rb  c o n c is e ly  p a sse s  judgm ent on a
98c irc u m stan c e  a n d /o r  su g g e s ts  a  c o u rse  o f  a c t io n  from a  p a r t i c u l a r
p o in t  o f  v iew , p r e s e n t in g ,  in  A braham s' p e rfo rm a n c e -c e n te re d  te rm s , "a
s t r a t e g y  t h a t  i s  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  n e e d in g  n o th in g  more th a n  an ev en t o f
«99com m unication t o  b r in g  i t  i n to  p l a y . . . .  As a  r h e t o r i c a l  t o o l  a p ro ­
ve rb  a ls o  ta k e s  th e  bu rden  o f f  th e  in d iv id u a ls  in v o lv e d  in  a  s i t u a t i o n  
c a l l i n g  f o r  o p in io n s  and recom m endations; by im p e rso n a liz in g  th e  s i t u ­
a t io n  w ith  a  p ro v erb  i t  becomes l e s s  u n iq u e , and th e  id e a  t h a t  o th e r  
p e o p le  have e x p e rie n c e d  s im i la r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f te n  makes th e  outcome 
more a c c e p t ib le .  C o n v e rse ly , im p e rs o n a l iz a tio n  th ro u g h  p ro v erb  use in  
p la c e  o f  norm al speech  a llow s d i r e c t  v e rb a l  a s s a u l t s  to  be launched  
o b l iq u e ly ;  one may couch o p in io n s  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  term s w ith  r e l a t i v e  
im m unity , w hereas d i r e c t  s ta te m e n ts  m igh t e s c a l a t e  t e n s io n s .  F innegan
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w r i te s  t h a t  p ro v erb s
may be a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u i t a b le  form o f  com m unication in  s i t u a t io n s  
and r e l a t i o n s h ip s  o f  p o t e n t i a l  o r l a t e n t  c o n f l i c t .  T his a sp e c t may 
pe rhaps se rv e  to  th row  more l i g h t  on th e  f a c t  t h a t  w hereas some 
p e o p le  make g r e a t  use  o f  p ro v e rb s , among o th e r s ,  f o r  in s ta n c e  th e  
N uer, th e y  seem to  be o f  l i t t l e  o r  no im p o rtan ce . F o r i t  may be 
t h a t  i s  i s  p r e c i s e ly  th o se  s o c ie t i e s  in  w hich th e r e  i s  marked l a t e n t  
c o n f l i c t ,  o r  in  w hich th e r e  i s  p a r t i c u l a r  need t o  r e g u la te  fo rm a liz e d  
c o n f l i c t s ,  t h a t  p ro v e rb s  p la y  an e s p e c i a l l y  l a r g e  p a r t . 100
Heda Ja so n  has  su g g e s te d  t h a t  when a  s o c ie ty  f a i l s  to  f u l f i l l  
i t s  own v a lu e  sy s tem , o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  fu n c tio n s  as a  " co n n e c tiv e  e l e ­
m ent" betw een th e  i d e a l  and th e  real."*"^" By a d d re s s in g  a  problem  o f  an 
in d iv id u a l ,  a  s e c to r  o f  s o c ie ty  o r  s o c ie ty  as a  w h o le , a  s in g le  ite m  
( t a l e ,  song , p ro v e rb )  p ro p o ses  c o n f l i c t  r e s o l u t i o n s ,  u s u a l ly  in  m eta­
p h o r ic a l  form ; "Each genre  o f  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  d e a ls  w ith  a  c e r ta in
k in d  o f  p ro b lem s, c o n s id e rs  them from a  c e r t a in  p o in t  o f  v iew ; o f f e r s
102a  c e r t a in  k in d  o f  r e s o l u t i o n s . "  In  t h i s  manner p ro v e rb s , a long
w ith  o th e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  v e rb a l  and n o n -v e rb a l e x p re s s iv e  form s, ap p ear
103" to  be u sed  to  o i l  th e  w heels o f  th e  s o c ia l  m a c h in e . . . , "  by r e s o lv in g
w hat S e i t e l  d e s c r ib e s  as c o n tr a d ic t io n s  betw een an in d iv i d u a l 's  ex -
10bp e c ta t io n s  and h i s  o r  h e r  im m ediate p e rc e p tio n s  o f  s o c ia l  c o n te x t.
The p r o v e r b ia l  v e h ic le  o f  e x p re ss io n  i s  c o n v e n ie n t, a lthough  
some a n a ly s ts  h a v e , p e rh a p s , o v e re s tim a te d  i t s  c l a r i t y  t o  some e x te n t .  
J a so n , f o r  o n e , w r i te s  t h a t  " a l l  th e  c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  ex­
p re s s io n  a re  w e l l  known t o  th e  aud ience  and th e  r i s k  o f  b e in g  m isun­
d e rs to o d , i s  r e d u c e d . R e d u c e d ,  p e rh a p s , b u t h a rd ly  e l im in a te d , as 
e x e m p lif ie d  by an experim en t r e p o r te d  by B arb a ra  K ir s h e n b la tt -G im b le t t ,  
in  w hich a  c la s s  o f  80 American s tu d e n ts  p roposed  th r e e  meanings f o r
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th e  ve il-k n o w n  E n g lish - la n g u a g e  p ro v e rb , "A r o l l i n g  s to n e  g a th e r s  no 
m o s s ." ^ ^  Even when a l l  and o n ly  th e  same c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  
ite m  a re  known t o  b o th  p e rfo rm e r  and a u d ie n c e , i t  may n o t be c le a r  to  
th e  l i s t e n e r  p r e c i s e l y  w hich  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  in te n d e d  by  th e  p ro v erb  
u s e r .
Recourse t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  modes o f  e x p re s s io n  can be r e a s s u r in g ;
n 07
th e y  p ro v id e  " te m p la te s "  o r  " p o r ta b le  p a ra d ig m s,"  a s  B a rley  c a l l s  
them , f o r  th e  h a n d lin g  o f  im m ediate e x p e r ie n c e , and
e n su re  t h a t  th e r e  i s  no such th in g  as a t o t a l l y  new s i t u a t i o n  by 
th e  e s ta b l i s h in g  o f  r e l a t i o n s  betw een e v e n ts  and c a te g o r ie s .  They 
can a ls o  be re g a rd e d  as m echanism s by w hich th e  mind b u i ld s  up 
l a r g e r - s c a l e  " b i t s , "  a  sw itc h  from  b u i ld in g  w ith  b r ic k s  to  b u i ld in g  
w ith  p r e f a b r i c a te d  u n i t s . 108
George Herzog and C h arle s  G. B loah d e s c r ib e  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o p e ra t io n  
o f  p ro v e rb s  as "Csubsum ing] th e  p a r t i c u l a r  under th e  g e n e r a l ," '1'0^ 
le n d in g  n o te s  o f  f a m i l i a r i t y  and o rg a n iz a t io n  to  w hat o th e rw ise  may 
ap p ear to  be an unm anageable s i t u a t i o n .  They p o u r v e rb a l  o i l  on th e  
w a te rs  o f  s o c ia l  c h a o s , h e lp in g  t o  reduce  a n im o s ity  and a n x ie ty  a l i k e ;  
p ro v e rb s , e x p la in s  McKenna,
warn p eo p le  o f  w hat th e y  f e a r :  t h e i r  own w eaknesses and v i c e s ,  th e  
w eaknesses, m a lic e  and m ac h in a tio n s  o f  o th e rs  i n d iv id u a l ly  o r  c o l­
l e c t i v e l y ,  th e  fo rc e s  o f  n a tu re  and th e  fo rc e  o f  d e s t in y .  For once 
w arned , we f e e l ,  one can be t o  some e x te n t  p re p a re d  f o r  th e  o n s lau g h t 
o f  th e s e  t h r e a t s , o r  som etim es one can even c o n tr o l  o r  l i m i t  t h e i r  
e f f e c t s .  Thus th e  wisdom o f  th e  p ro v erb  can g iv e  a  double com fort 
a g a in s t  f e a r :  f i r s t ,  as a  r a t i o n a l  a tte m p t t o  p ro v id e  a  s o r t  o f  
h a n d le  on e x p e r ie n c e ,  i t  can g iv e  th e  f e e l in g  o f  a t  l e a s t  u n d e rs ta n d ­
in g  th e  d a n g e r, and seco n d , a s  p a r t  o f  a  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  sh a re d  
w ith  a n c e s to rs  and p o s t e r i t y ,  i t  g iv e s  th e  f e e l in g  o f  a  companion­
s h ip  in  a d v e r s i ty ,  o f  m u tua l su p p o rt . In  a way, th e  p ro v e rb  sh a re s  
w ith  th e  in c a n ta t io n  th e  p re te n s io n  o f  b e in g  a  v e rb a l  fo rm u la  i n ­
te n d e d  to  w ard o f f  e v i l ,  th e  in c a n ta t io n  w ith o u t a  v i s i b l e  l o g ic a l  
co n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  e v i l  i t s e l f ,  th e  p ro v e rb  w ith  a  more a p p a re n t
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c o n n ec tio n  i f ,  "by in f lu e n c in g  c o n d u c t, i t  makes s u r v iv a l  more 
l i k e l y .  HO
Taken to g e th e r ,  th e  s k i l l s  needed  t o  cope w ith  th e  n o n - id e a l  in  
l i f e  — d isa p p o in tm e n t, c o n f r o n ta t io n ,  f e a r  and tra g e d y  — a re  i n  la r g e  
m easure c u l t u r a l l y  d e te rm in ed . P ro v e rb s  and o th e r  form s o f  v e rb a l  a r t  
a id  in  th e  e n c u l tu r a t io n  o f  th e  i n d iv id u a l  as a  com petent member o f  
s o c ie ty ,  someone who, as McKenna rem a rk s , knows " th e  te c h n ic a l  and so ­
c i a l  con v en tio n s  and s k i l l s  u s e f u l  f o r  s u r v i v a l . The p ro v e rb , 
w hich i s  a  v e rb a l  fo rm u la tio n  o f  th e s e  s k i l l s  and c o n v e n tio n s , a f f e c t s  
th e  th in k in g  and b e h a v io r  o f  th e  p e o p le  who le a r n  and u se  i t ,  " p la y in g  
in  r u r a l  o r  p r e - s c i e n t i f i c  s o c i e t i e s  much th e  same r o le  as does th e
112s c i e n t i f i c ,  l i t e r a r y ,  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  d ictum  in  ou r own."
J .  D avid S a p ir  and J .  C h r is to p h e r  C rocker re g a rd  p ro v e rb s  and o th e r
t r a d i t i o n a l  speech  form s as m a n ip u la tiv e  t o o l s .  Through lan g u a g e , th e y
s a y , p eo p le  a re  a b le  to  " c o n t r o l  — o r  i f  n o t  c o n t r o l ,  a t  l e a s t  c a jo le "
113th e  s o c i a l ,  th e  n a tu r a l  and th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l  en v iro n m en t."
C onten t
The s u b je c t  m a t te r  o f  p ro v e rb s  i s  v i r t u a l l y  unbounded. Cervan­
t e s ’s famous d e f i n i t i o n  d e s c r ib e s  th e  p ro v erb  as b e in g  drawn from long  
e x p e rien c e  and c o n ta in in g  a  t r u t h .  T his " t r u th "  i s  u s u a l ly  g e n e ra l­
iz e d ;  p ro v erb s  w hich a re  a p p lie d  in  h ig h ly  p e rs o n a l  im m ediate c o n te x ts  
u t i l i z e  v e ry  g e n e ra l iz e d ,  im p e rso n a l to n e s  and can th u s  be used  d id a c ­
t i c a l l y  w ith o u t th e  sp e ak e r  assum ing th e  p r e a c h e r ’s m ien. "T ru th "  in  
p ro v e rb s , b ased  as i t  i s  upon c u l t u r a l l y  and im m ed ia te ly  s p e c i f i c  ex­
p e r ie n c e  and c o n te x t ,  v a r i e s  a c ro s s  space  and t im e , so  t h a t  th e  c o n te n t
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and m essage o f  p ro v e rb s  from even a  s in g le  in fo rm an t a re  h ig h ly  v a r i ­
a b le .  I t  i s  because  o f  t h i s  v a r i a b i l i t y  t h a t  c o n te x tu a l  and r h e t o r i c a l  
as w e ll  as l i t e r a r y  and c o n te n t s tu d ie s  a re  v i t a l  to  a  f u l l  a p p re c ia ­
t i o n  and u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  p ro v e rb s , as i s  a  f irm  grounding  in  th e  e th n o -  
lo g ic a lb a c k g ro u n d  o f  th e  group u n d e r s c r u t in y ;  as F innegan rem ark s, " i t  
i s  o f te n  im p o ss ib le  to  g rasp  th e  p o in t  o r  a t t r a c t i o n  o f  a  g iven  p roverb  
w ith o u t some knowledge o f  th e  c u l t u r a l  background and o f  w hat th e  th in g  
m en tioned  means to  th o se  who u t t e r  i t . " ' ^
U lt im a te ly  e v e ry th in g  w ith  w hich a  group i s  concerned  i s  f a i r  
game f o r  p r o v e r b ia l  comment, " th e  e x te n t  to  w hich any s in g le  sp h e re  i s
s t r e s s e d  [ d e p e n d i n g ] e x p l a i n s  F in n eg an , "on th e  c u l tu r e  and e x p e rie n c e
l l 6o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c ie ty ."  B ecause o f  th e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  p ro v erb s  to
comment on o th e r  c u l t u r a l  phenomena, parem io logy  has  been rec o g n ize d
as an im p o rta n t a re a  o f  in q u iry  by s e m io tic ia n s  as w e ll  as f o l k l o r i s t s ,
as i t  " l in k s  up w ith  l i n g u i s t i c s  and a n th ro p o lo g y  in  a  f u l l e r  r e a l i z a -
117t io n  o f  i t s  own im portance  f o r  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  human th o u g h t."
T r a d i t io n a l  A rab ic  Speech Forms 
A rab ic  v e rb a l  t r a d i t i o n  in c lu d e s  a  number o f  s im i la r  b u t  n o t 
co term inous forms o f  e x p re s s io n ; o f  s p e c ia l  concern  h e re  a re  th e  term s
n 8h a d l th ,  hikma  and m a th a l. H adlth  (T ra d i t io n )  i s  th e  term  used  to  
in d ic a te  a  s p e c ia l  I s l im ic  c a te g o ry  o f  e x p re s s io n  s im i la r  to  p ro v erb s  
in  c o n te n t ,  form and fu n c t io n . A h a d l th  i s ,  as J .  Robson d e s c r ib e s  i t ,  
"an  accoun t o f  w hat th e  P ro p h e t Muhammad s a id  o r  d id ,  o r  o f  h i s  t a c i t  
ap p ro v a l o f  som ething s a id  o r  done in  h i s  p re s e n c e . U n like  th e
Q uran, h a d lth s  a re  n o t b e lie v e d  to  be  th e  e t e r n a l  word o f  God b u t ,  as
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th e y  a re  a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  P ro p h e t and r e p r e s e n t  d iv in e  g u id an ce , t h e i r  
a u th o r i ty  i s  exceeded  o n ly  by t h a t  o f  th e  Holy Book i t s e l f .  Books o f  
h ad lth s  w ere com piled  in  th e  e a r ly  c e n tu r ie s  o f  I s la m , and c o l l e c to r s  
r e q u i r e d  t h a t  th e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  to  q u a l i f y  as hadlths  r a t h e r  th a n  some 
o th e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  form o f  v e rb a l  e x p re s s io n , d is p la y  two f e a tu r e s :  e v i ­
dence o f  a u th e n t i c i ty  and th e  t e x t  i t s e l f .  The s i l s i l a  (ch a in  o f  w i t ­
n e s s e s )  from  th e  o r ig i n a to r  to  th e  f i n a l  t r a n s m i t to r  i d e n t i f i e s  each 
s te p  in  th e  t ra n s m is s io n  o f  an ite m  from  th e  P rophet to  th e  com pilo r 
and p ro v id e s  th e  sanad  ( su p p o r t)  o r  isn ad  (su p p o r tin g )  f o r  th e  au th en ­
t i c i t y  o f  th e  h ad lth .
A lthough th e  h ad lth s are  m a in ta in e d  and t r a n s m it te d  by fo rm al
m echanism s, B a rak a t con tends t h a t  th e y  s h a re  many e lem ents w ith  o r a l l y  
t r a n s m i t t e d  p ro v e rb s . He w r i te s :
th e  b a s ic  re a so n in g  b e h in d  th e  use  o f  h adlth  in  Moslem Arab s o c ie ty  
i s  n o t d i s s im i la r  t o  th e  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  p ro v e rb s . S im i la r ly ,  th e  
sanad  o f  H adlth , w ith  th e  s t r e s s  on a  c h a in  o f  r e l i a b l e  a t t e s t o r s  
back  t o  th e  o r ig in a to r  f u r t h e r  adds a  r in g  o f  a u th e n t ic i ty  t o  th e  
T ra d it io n s  w h ich , t h e r e f o r e ,  c a r r y  g r e a t  wisdom and t r u t h  b ecause  
th e y  a re  l in k s  w ith  th e  p a s t .  P ro v e rb s , when u sed  in  c o n v e rs a tio n a l  
s i t u a t i o n s , a ls o  b e a r  g r e a t  w e ig h t b e c au se  th e  sp e ak e r  i s  l in k in g  
h i s  sa y in g s  to  th e  p a s t .  By do ing  s o ,  he s h i f t s  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
o f  h i s  c o n te n t to  p a s t  t r a d i t i o n s  and a u th o r i t i e s  whose wisdom can­
n o t be q u e s tio n e d . To be a  s u c c e s s fu l  c o n v e r s a t io n a l i s t  in  th e  
Arab w o rld , and to  be re s p e c te d  as a u s e r  o f  p ro v e rb s , such  "docu­
m e n ta tio n ” o r  sanad i s  r e q u i r e d  by  o n e’ s a u d ie n c e .121
B a ra k a t 's  argum ent i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  f u n c t i o n a l i s t ;  he s e e s  b o th  p ro v e rb s  
and h ad lth s  as d e v ic e s  which su p p o rt th e  s p e a k e r 's  p o in t  o f  view  w h ile  
s h i f t i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  th e  a n c e s to r s ,  a s  i t  w ere . Be t h a t  as i t  
may, B arakat m isse s  th e  most fundam enta l d i s t i n c t io n  betw een th e  two 
fo rm s, and t h a t  i s  t h e i r  c o n t r a s t in g  s t a tu s e s  as s e c u la r  and s a c re d  
i te m s . P ro v e rb s  c a r ry  th e  a u th o r i ty  o f  t r a d i t i o n ,  a p o te n t  b u t  p ro fa n e
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power. H adlth s , on th e  c o n tr a ry ,  g le a n  t h e i r  p o ten cy  from t h e i r  s a c re d  
s t a t u s ;  o n ly  th e  Quran s u rp a s s e s  them  as embodiments o f  r e l i g io u s  au­
t h o r i t y .  Of c o u rs e , th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  sa y in g  t h a t  was 
c u r r e n t  in  t r a d i t i o n  may have been  u sed  by th e  P ro p h e t and quo ted  as 
h i s  own e x p re s s io n  canno t be r u le d  o u t ,  b u t  th e  r e l i g i o s i t y  a t ta c h e d  to  
th e  sa y in g  by h i s  u se  n e v e r th e le s s  a l t e r e d  i t s  s t a t u s  from s e c u la r  to  
s a c re d  and s h i f t e d  i t s  t r a n s m is s io n ,  as a  h a d lth , from in fo rm a l to  f o r ­
mal m echanism s. F u rth e rm o re , t h e r e  a re  ite m s  w hich e x i s t  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
as p ro v e rb s  in  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  and as h ad lth s  in  r e l i g io u s  t r a d i t i o n .
Bar ale a t  a ls o  m entions hikma as an a t t r i b u t e  d i s t in g u is h in g  
h ad lth s  from p ro v e rb s . Hikma i s  a  te rm  w ith  m u lt ip le  m ean ings, th e  
b a s ic  one b e in g  "w isdom ," w h ich , a c c o rd in g  t o  G o ich as, " in c lu d e s  th e
n in e  s e c t io n s  o f  th e  M antiq , t h a t  i s  t o  sa y  th e  s c ie n c e  o f  e x p re s s io n
122in  sp e ec h , f i r s t l y  l o g i c ,  th e n  r h e t o r i c  and p o e t r y ."  Hikma means
d i f f e r e n t  th in g s  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p le ;  B a rak a t found t h a t  f o r  some i t
s i g n i f i e s  " g e n e r a l ,  u n iv e r s a l  t r u t h  t h a t  may be a p p lie d  t o  s i t u a t i o n s
123to  sum up b o th  cause  and e f f e c t .  To o th e r s  i t  i s  s p i r i t u a l . "  Goi­
chas adds t h a t  th e  Quran uses th e  te rm  t o  i n d ic a te  wisdom "which im p lie s
121;knowledge o f  s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h s . "  In  r e g a rd  t o  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  Bara­
k a t  p o in ts  t o  th e  f a c t  t h a t  hikma has a d u a l a p p l i c a t i o n ;  i t  i s  u sed  to  
s ig n i f y  th e  wisdom e x p re sse d  in  p ro v e rb s  and m axims, " th e  e x a c t  degree
o f  w hich may o n ly  be d e te rm ined  by th e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  w hich th e y  a re
125 1u s e d ."  In  o th e r  c a s e s ,  hikma r e f e r s  t o  th e  w ise  sa y in g s  th em se lv e s .
Hikma, th e n ,  can r e f e r  t o  c o n te n t o r  t e x t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  s a y in g s .
The te rm  m atha l i n d ic a te s  w hat a re  c a l l e d  in  E n g lish  th e  "p ro ­
v e rb "  and th e  " s i m i l e . "  Gibb t e l l s  us t h a t  in  A rab ic  th e  two m eanings
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shade in to  one a n o th e r , and i t  i s  o f te n  d i f f i c u l t  t o  draw th e  d iv i ­
d in g - l in e  betw een them . F o r th e  a r t  o f  th e  Arah has alw ays been  h i s  
sp e ec h , and w ith  t h a t  in te n s e  f e e l in g  f o r  words t h a t  i s  h i s  b i r t h ­
r i g h t ,  th e  s t r i k i n g  s im ile  c o in ed  f o r  th e  o c c as io n  by  p o e t o r  o r a to r  
r a p id ly  a c q u ire d  c u rre n c y  as a  p r o v e r b . •'■27
He c o n tin u e s , p o in t in g  o u t t h a t  th e  v iv id  s im ile  and th e  s tro n g  em o tiona l 
im pact i t  c a r r i e s  i s  common in  A rab ic  v e rb a l  a r t ,  in c lu d in g  th e  Quran, 
■"where th e  same d e v ic e  i s  c o n s ta n t ly  employed to  d r iv e  home b o th  a rg u -
-1 p Q
m ents and p r e c e p ts ."  R eynold A. N icho lson  adds t h a t  th e  e lem en t o f
s im i le  i s  p r e s e n t  a ls o  in  A rab ic  p r o v e r b ia l  e x p re s s io n s  r e f e r r i n g  to
129h i s t o r i c a l  o r  le g e n d a ry  co m p ariso n s, a lth o u g h  Gibb c a u tio n s  t h a t
130th e r e  a re  many am thal (p ro v e rb s )  w hich do n o t employ s im i le s .
The A rabs g e n e ra l ly  make a  d i s t i n c t io n  betw een two ty p e s  o f  
p ro v e rb s : am thal fu sh a  ( c l a s s i c a l  p ro v e rb s )  and am thal c ammlya ( c o l ­
l o q u ia l  p ro v e rb s ) .  The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  an ite m  i s  b a sed  p r im a r i ly  
on lan g u ag e . The am thal fu sh a  a re  in  C la s s ic a l  A ra b ic , w h ile  th e  am- 
th s . 1  cammlya a re  in  th e  spoken d i a l e c t s  and a re  l e s s  r i g i d  in  l i n e  
s t r u c tu r e  th a n  t h e i r  more fo rm al c o u s in s .
C o -e x is te n ce  o f  f o lk  and l i t e r a r y  v e rs io n s  o f  th e  same item  
w ith in  a  s in g le  g e o g ra p h ic a l  and l i n g u i s t i c  s e t t i n g ,  where th e y  i n t e r ­
s e c t  from  tim e to  tim e  " to  c r e a te  c r u c i a l  c o n ta c t  p o in ts  betw een o r a l
131and w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n s "  i s  n o t r a r e  in  f o lk lo r e  and has been men-
132tio n e d  by numerous s c h o la r s .  Dan Ben-Amos, d is c u s s in g  t h i s  pheno­
menon w ith  re g a rd  to  n a r r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  o b se rv es  t h a t  "The o r a l  and 
w r i t t e n  forms have d i s t i n c t  s o c ia l  o r b i t s ,  w hich c r i s s - c r o s s  each  
o th e r  in  a  netw ork o f  s i t u a t i o n s  and c o n ta c t  p o i n t s . C e r ta in ly
t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  c l a s s i c a l  and c o l lo q u ia l  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s , many o f
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w hich a re  i d e n t i c a l  h u t  f o r  d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  g ram m atica l i n f l e c t i o n  o r  
p ro n u n c ia tio n . C o l le c to rs  and members o f  th e  c u l tu r e  h a v e , n e v e r th e ­
l e s s  , d is t in g u is h e d  betw een th e  two ty p e s  on th e  b a s i s  o f  fo rm al con­
s id e r a t i o n s ,  and ou r concern  h e re  i s  w ith  th o se  p ro v e rb s  m a in ta in e d  
p r im a r i ly  in  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n .
S t r u c tu r a l  A n a ly s is  o f  P ro v e rb s  and th e  Problem  o f  Genres 
S t r u c tu r a l  f o l k l o r i s t s  r e v e r s e  th e  s ta n c e  o f  f u n c t i o n a l i s t s  and 
c o n t e x t u a l i s t s , a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  th e  im p o rta n t th in g  i s  n o t w hat th e  p ro ­
v erb  d o es , b u t  what i t  i s ,  a t  l e a s t  when se e k in g  g e n e r ic  d e f i n i t i o n .  
A lthough s c h o la r s  do n o t f u l l y  ag ree  on w hat e x a c t ly  c o n s t i tu t e s  a 
" s t r u c t u r a l  d e s c r ip t i o n ,"  i t  i s  g e n e ra l ly  h e ld  t o  mean a  d e te rm in a tio n  
o f  p a r t s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  t o  one a n o th e r  and to  th e  w hole. The 
im m ediate aim o f  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  in  f o lk lo r e  i s  th e  d e l in e a t io n  
and d e f i n i t i o n  o f  g e n re s ,  so  t h a t  "once th e s e  g en res  have been d e fin e d  
in  term s o f  i n t e r n a l  m o rp h o lo g ica l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  one w i l l  be b e t t e r
a b le  t o  p ro ceed  to  th e  i n t e r e s t i n g  problem s o f  th e  fu n c t io n  o f  f o lk -
133l o r i s t i c  forms in  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r e s . "  In  a d d i t io n ,  s t r u c t u r a l i s t s
such as R obert A. Georges and A lan Dundes re g a rd  c a r e f u l  m o rp h o lo g ica l
135a n a ly s is  as th e  f i r s t  s te p  to w ard  f r u i t f u l  m te r g e n e n c  com parison . 
Dundes defends th e  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  o f  p ro v e rb s  as
a  v a lu a b le  t e s t  case  f o r  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  o f  f o lk lo r e  g e n e r­
a l l y .  I f  i t  i s  t r u l y  p o s s ib le  to  an a ly ze  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  
gen res o f  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e n  i t  ought t o  be p o s s ib le  to  an a ly ze  
th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  p a r t i c u l a r . . .The g r e a t  advan tage  o f  
u s in g  p ro v e rb s  r a t h e r  th a n  f o l k t a l e s ,  myths o r  b a l la d s  i s  o b v io u sly  
th e  r e l a t i v e  s im p l ic i ty  o f  th e  g e n re . I t  makes sen se  th e r e f o r e  to  
a t ta c k  th e  c r u c i a l  t h e o r e t i c a l  q u e s tio n s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  by 
fo c u s in g  upon a  s im p le  p ro v e rb  r a t h e r  th a n  a  complex m y th .136
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F u rth e rm o re , a l l  th e  g e n e ra l  t h e o r e t i c a l  problem s a s s o c ia te d  w ith  s t r u c ­
t u r a l  a n a ly s is  o f  o th e r  g e n re s  a re  r e l e v a n t  to  p ro v e rb s :  th e  n a tu re  o f  
m inim al s t r u c t u r a l  Cemicl u n i t s ;  th e  q u e s tio n s  o f  i f  and w here th e  ge­
n e r ic  continuum  i s  o r  can be segm ented m e a n in g fu lly , and; " th e  in e v i ­
t a b l e  c o n tro v e rsy  as to  w h e th er th e  u n i t s  o f  a n a ly s is  a re  r e a l l y  in  th e  
d a ta  (G od 's t r u t h )  o r  a re  o n ly  a  h e u r i s t i c  dev ice  found e x c lu s iv e ly  in
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th e  mind o f  th e  a n a ly s t  (H o cu s-P o cu s)."
The s t r u c t u r a l  approach  to  p ro v e rb s  i s  n o t e n t i r e l y  a  c h i ld  o f  
th e  I 9 6 0 's and 1 9 7 0 's . M a rjo rie  M. Kimmerle t r i e d  in  19^7 t o  d e v ise  a
1 oft
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  system  fo r  fo lk  s a y in g s ,  p roverb s in c lu d e d . T his
system  c l a s s i f i e s  form a c co rd in g  t o  s y n ta x , and s u b je c t  m a t te r  a c co rd in g
t o  th e  names o f  co n c r e te  o b j e c t s .  The main d i f f i c u l t y  w ith  h er  scheme
i s  i t s  c lo s e  a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith  l i n g u i s t i c  and s y n ta c t ic  fo rm ulae t h a t
c o n c e n t r a te ,  in  Chomskian te rm s , on s u r f a c e  r a t h e r  th a n  deep s t r u c tu r e .
In  s tu d y in g  f o l k l o r i c  phenomena, Dundes has s u g g e s te d , and v a l i d l y ,
t h a t  i t  would be more u s e fu l  t o  c o n c e n tra te  on f o l k l o r i s t i c  r a th e r  th a n
139l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c tu r e .
M iln e r t r i e d  to  r e v e a l  th e  n a tu re  o f  p ro v e rb s  by fo rc in g  them
1 U0in to  a  s t r u c t u r a l  system  b a se d  on q u a d r ip a r t i t e  form . U t i l i z i n g  h is  
c o n te n t s tu d y  o f  Samoan p ro v e rb  c o l l e c t i o n s ,  he su g g e s ts  t h a t  p ro v erb s  
can be  d e f in e d  as t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p re s s io n s  u t i l i z i n g  f o u r - le v e l  s t r u c tu r e .  
The m ajo r flaw  in  M iln e r 's  sy s tem , w hich aims on ly  a t  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  
i s  h i s  assum ption  t h a t  th o se  item s w hich d o n 't  f i t  a re  " s u r v iv a ls "  
from  e a r l i e r ,  more com plete fo rm s. Comments Dundes,
T h is i s  n o t on ly  a  form  o f  th ro w in g  away e m p ir ic a l  d a ta  t h a t  d o e s n 't  
C s ic l f i t  a  th e o ry ,  b u t i s  i t s e l f  a  " s u r v iv a l"  o f  E n g lish  s u rv iv a l
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th e o ry  in  w hich i t  i s  in v a r ia b ly  assum ed t h a t  th e  f u l l ,  o r ig in a l  
form  in  th e  p a s t  h as  evo lved  o r  r a t h e r  devo lved  th ro u g h  tim e  s u f f e r ­
in g  such rav a g e s  o f  a t t r i t i o n  t h a t  on ly  a  fragm ent rem ains .
B a rle y  a ls o  w arns a g a in s t  o v e r s ta t in g  th e  q u a d r ip a r t i t e  sy stem , w hich
l k 2he d e s c r ib e s  in  term s o f  double b in a ry  o p p o s i t io n .  He su g g e s ts  t h a t  
a  more f r u i t f u l  approach  to  i n t e r c u l t u r a l  com parative  p ro v erb  s tu d ie s  
w ould be "a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  p r o v e r b 's  e x te r n a l  r e la t io n s  ( th o se  b e ­
tw een th e  g iv en  term  o r  image and th e  h id d en  te rm  o r  answ er) and th e  
i n te r n a l  r e la t io n s  ( th e  l o g ic a l  c o n n e c tio n s  betw een th e  p ro v e rb s  own 
e le m e n ts ) -----
B in ary  o p p o s it io n  i s  th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  system
p ro p o sed  by Abrahams as w e ll  as t h a t  o f  M iln e r . In  A braham s's sy stem ,
p ro v e rb s  f a l l  i n to  fo u r  c a te g o r ie s :  p o s i t i v e  e q u iv a le n c e  ("Time i s
m oney"); n e g a tiv e  e q u iv a le n c e  ("Money i s n ' t  e v e ry th in g " ) ;  p o s i t i v e
c a u s a t io n  ("H aste  makes w a s te " ) ;  n e g a tiv e  c a u s a t io n  ("Two wrongs d o n 't
make a  r i g h t " )  . ^ l’
E l l i  Kongas M aranda and P i e r r e  M aranda t e s t e d  and m o d ified
L e v i - S t r a u s s 's  fo rm u la  f o r  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  o f  myth as a  b in a ry
th o u g h t p ro c e s s  se e k in g  to  m ed ia te  o p p o s it io n s  in  th e  c u l tu r e .  The
M arandas b roadened  th e  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  th e  fo rm u la  in  o rd e r  t o  d e s c r ib e
lh5d i f f e r e n t  g e n re s ,  in c lu d in g  th e  p ro v e rb . T h e ir  model seems e sp e ­
c i a l l y  p ro m is in g  f o r  a n a ly z in g  m e d ia tio n a l  p r o p e r t ie s  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  
c o n te x t ,  a lth o u g h  th e y  a re  concerned  in  t h e i r  s tu d y  w ith  fo rm al s t r u c ­
t u r e  and enum erate on ly  l i t e r a l  p ro v e rb s . T his approach was found
lk 6f r u i t f u l  in  th e  a n a ly s is  o f  Moroccan p ro v e rb s  abou t women.
S t i l l  a n o th e r  d e f i n i t i v e  system  b a se d  on s t r u c t u r a l  c o n s id e ra ­
t i o n s ,  c a te g o r iz in g  p ro v e rb s  as o p p o s i t io n a l  and n o n -o p p o s i t io n a l ,  i s
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p roposed  by D undes, who o f f e r s  th e  fo llo w in g  d e f i n i t i o n  o f th e  p ro v e rb :
th e  p ro v erb  ap p ears  t o  be a  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r o p o s i t io n a l  s ta te m e n t con­
s i s t i n g  o f  a t  l e a s t  one d e s c r ip t iv e  e le m en t, a  d e s c r ip t iv e  e lem ent 
c o n s is t in g  o f  a to p ic  and a  comment. T his means t h a t  p ro v erb s  must 
have a t  l e a s t  two w ords. P roverbs  w hich c o n ta in  a  s in g le  d e s c r ip t iv e  
elem ent a re  n o n o p p o s it io n a l .  P ro v e rb s  w ith  two o r  more d e s c r ip t iv e  
e lem en ts may be e i t h e r  o p p o s i t io n a l  o r  n o n - o p p o s i t io n a l . . . .N on-op- 
p o s i t i o n a l  m u l t i - d e s c r ip t i v e  e lem en t p ro v e rb s  em phasize i d e n t i f i c a -  
t i o n a l  f e a t u r e s ,  o f te n  in  th e  form o f  n e g a tio n  o r  a  s e r i e s  o f  term s 
in  com plem entary d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Some p ro v e rb s  c o n ta in  b o th  i d e n t i ­
f ic a t io n s ! .  and c o n t r a s t iv e  f e a t u r e s .1^7
W ith t h i s  s t r u c t u r a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  p ro v erb  as a  form c o n ta in in g
m in im ally  one d e s c r ip t iv e  e lem ent (one to p ic  p lu s  one comment), i t  i s
ll+8im p o ss ib le  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  t o  have a  p ro v erb  c o n s is t in g  o f one word.
One-word t r a d i t i o n a l  item s o f  fo lk  sp e ec h , th e n ,  a re  n o t p ro v e rb s  and
go by o th e r  nam es. S im i la r ly ,  some s c h o la r s  p r e f e r  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e
l i t e r a l  from n o n l i t e r a l  p ro v e rb s  on a  nom inal l e v e l ,  c a l l in g  th e  form er
by  some o th e r  te rm , such  as aphorism  o r  maxim; how ever, l i t e r a l  and
m e ta p h o ric a l p ro v e rb s  a p p ear to  be s t r u c t u r a l l y  s im i l a r ,  and non-oppo-
lU9s i t i o n a l  p ro v e rb s  may be o f  e i t h e r  ty p e . F u rth e rm o re , i t  i s  n o t 
in c o n c e iv a b le  t h a t  a  s in g le  p ro v erb  can , in  d i f f e r e n t  im m ediate con­
t e x t s ,  be e i t h e r  l i t e r a l  o r  m e ta p h o ric a l . F o r in s ta n c e ,  th e  E n g lish  
p ro v erb  "L et s le e p in g  dogs l i e "  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  u sed  m e ta p h o r ic a lly  t o  
mean t h a t  p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s r u p t iv e  m a tte rs  w hich a r e ,  a t  th e  moment o f 
p ro v erb  u s e , in a c t iv e  v i s  a v i s  th e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand sh o u ld  n o t be 
s t i r r e d  up ; I  have a ls o  h e a rd  i t  u s e d , how ever, in  l i t e r a l  re fe re n c e  to  
d ozing  c a n in e s .
D undes’s scheme su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e r e  i s  a  continuum  ran g in g  from 
o p p o s i t io n a l  t o  n o n -o p p o s i t io n a l  upon w hich in d iv id u a l  p ro v erb s  l i e :
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One can have a  s e t  o f  to p ic -co n m en t c o n s tru c tio n s  w hich a re  p a r a l l e l  
o r  in  s e r i e s  and a re  n o t in  o p p o s i t io n . . . .One can have a  s e t  in  w hich 
e i t h e r  th e  to p ic  o r  th e  comment i s  p a r a l l e l  o r  i d e n t i c a l  w ith  th e  
rem ain in g  elem ent in  o p p o s i t io n . . . .F i n a l l y ,  one can have a  s e t  in  
w hich b o th  to p ic s  and comments a re  in  o p p o s i t io n .^-50
Dundes c l a s s i f i e s  th o s e  p ro v e rb s  w hich a re  in  o p p o s it io n  in to  f iv e  ca­
t e g o r i e s :  n e g a t io n , a n t i t h e t i c a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  p r iv a t io n a l  c o n tr a d ic ­
t i o n ,  c a u sa l  c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  and c o n t r a s t iv e .  He th e n  c la im s t h a t  "A ll 
p ro v e rb s  a re  p o t e n t i a l l y  p ro p o s i t io n s  w hich c o m p a re /c o n tra s t ,"  com pari­
son b e in g  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  f in d in g  s im i la r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n a l  f e a tu r e s  in  
common, w hereas c o n t r a s t  c o n s is ts  o f  d e te rm in in g  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s .
W esterm arck has p o in te d  ou t t h a t  th e r e  a re  p ro v erb s  w hich c o n ta in  b o th
152i d e n t i f i c a t i o n a l  and c o n t r a s t iv e  f e a tu r e s  and Dundes s p e c u la te s  t h a t
" th e  phenomenon o f  s im u lta n e o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n a l / c o n t r a s t i v e  f e a tu re s
m ight be a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  a l l  c u l tu r e s  w here th e  gen re  
153i s  fo u n d ."  T his h y p o th e s is  rem ains t o  be t e s t e d .
In  any s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s i s , one fundam enta l problem  i s  d e c id in g  
w h e th e r th e  fo rm ulae  b e in g  s tu d ie d  a re  th o se  o f  im age, m essage, o r  
a r c h i t e c tu r e ;  w h ile  th e  m essages w hich may p o t e n t i a l l y  be conveyed a re  
i n f i n i t e  th e r e  seem t o  be f i n i t e  number o f  p roverb  c o m p o s itio n a l o r  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  fo rm u lae . A p p a ren tly  p roverb , form ulae o p e ra te  r e l a t i v e l y  
in d e p e n d e n tly  o f  th e  image and th e  m essage. As F in n is h  p a re m io lo g is t  
Kuusi o b s e rv e s , th e  r e f e r e n t i a l  a s p e c t ,  t h a t  i s  th e  m essage, o f  a  p ro ­
v e rb  i s  n o t dependent upon th e  image em ployed. In  o th e r  w ords, th e
15ksame m essage may be conveyed by means o f  d i f f e r e n t  im ages.
Dundes sum m arizes th e  im portance  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  s tu d ie s  o f  p ro ­
v e rb s  t h u s :
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The p o in t  i s  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  c o n te n t do n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  mean 
t h a t  th e r e  a re  c o r r e l a t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  u n d e r ly in g  s t r u c t u r e . . . .  
th e  w ould-be a n a ly s t  o f  p ro v e rb s  sh o u ld  seek  a  sy n ta g m a tic  o r  p a ra ­
d ig m atic  model f o r  p r o v e r b s . 155
B e r te l  N a th o rs t ,  on th e  o th e r  hand , w arns t h a t  s t r u c t u r a l  a n a ly s is  i s  
n o t th e  be a l l  and end a l l  o f  f o l k l o r i s t i c  s tu d ie s :
A s t r u c t u r a l  d e f i n i t i o n . . .may have p r i o r i t y  o v e r a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  
form o r  c o n te n t when i t  i s  n o t  dependent upon a  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l tu r e  
and hence can be a p p lie d  to  phenomena in  c u l tu r e s  w hich d i f f e r  
g r e a t ly  from each  o th e r .  However, s t r u c t u r a l  d e s c r ip t io n  i s  f a r  . 
from b e in g  Columbus' eg g , as i t  i s  o f te n  p ro c la im ed  t o  b e . To b e ­
g in  w ith ,  i t  has p roved  e x t r a o r d i n a r i ly  d i f f i c u l t  to  produce s t r u c ­
t u r a l  d e s c r ip t io n s  w hich a re  e x a c t and y i e ld  c o n c re te  r e s u l t s .  
S econd ly , a  s t r u c t u r a l  d e s c r ip t io n  can n ev e r p ro v id e  a  s o lu t io n  to
a l l  p ro b le m s.156
Only in  th e  l i g h t  o f  many ty p e s  o f  a n a ly s i s  — s t r u c t u r a l ,  f u n c t io n a l ,  
l i n g u i s t i c ,  c o n te n t ,  e t c .  — can we f u l l y  i l lu m in a te  o u r s u b je c t  and 
approach  a  com plete and a c c u ra te  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e r e o f .
P ro v e rb s  in  C o n te x t:
R h e to r ic a l  S t ra te g y  and F u n c tio n  
C ontext and s t r a t e g y  a re  f r e q u e n t ly  m entioned  in  d is c u s s io n s  o f  
p ro v erb  d e f in i t i o n  and m eaning f o r ,  a s  w ith  any g e n re , i t  i s  n o t m erely  
a  q u e s tio n  o f  what we a re  lo o k in g  a t  i n  f ro z e n  t e x t u a l  te rm s w hich i s  
im p o r ta n t , b u t  a ls o  w hat th e  ite m  o r  s e t  o f  item s does f o r  and means to  
th e  p eo p le  who c r e a te  and p e rp e tu a te  i t .  C o n tex tu a l and r h e t o r i c a l -  
fu n c t io n a l  in q u i r i e s  i n to  p ro v erb  u se  m ust c o n s id e r  two m ajo r them es, 
w hich F innegan  has  d e s c r ib e d . F i r s t ,  p ro v e rb s  a re  i n h e r e n t ly  de tach ed  
and g e n e ra liz e d ;  "The sp e a k e r  s ta n d s  b a c k , a s  i t  w e re , from th e  h e a t  
o f  th e  a c tu a l  s i t u a t i o n  and draws a t t e n t i o n ,  f o r  h im s e lf  and o th e r s ,  to
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i t s  w id e r  im p l ic a t io n s ."  S eco n d ly , "because o f  th e  " o b liq u e  and a l l u ­
s iv e  n a tu re  o f  e x p re s s io n  th ro u g h  p ro v e rb s"  th e y  may be  u sed  e f f e c t i v e l y
157in  a  v a r i e ty  o f  ways. The p ro v e rb , in  T a y lo r ’s w ords, ta k e s  a  com­
p le x ,  p e rs o n a l  p rob lem , e n c a p s u la te s  i t  in  - u n iv e r s a l i ty ,  and su g g e s ts  a 
s o lu t io n ;  "As a  gu ide  t o  l i f e ' s  p ro b lem s, th e  p ro v erb  sum m arizes a  s i t u ­
a t i o n ,  p a s se s  judgm ent, o r  o f f e r s  a  co u rse  o f  a c t io n .  I t  i s  a  c o n so la ­
t i o n  in  d i f f i c u l t i e s  l a r g e  and sm a ll and a gu ide  when a  c h o ice  m ust be
1 s flmade. I t  e x p re s se s  a  m o ra l i ty  s u i t e d  to  th e  common m an." Hence t h i s
t r a d i t i o n a l  v e rb a l  form , says Abrahams, p la c e s  a problem  s i t u a t i o n  " in
a re c o g n iz a b le  c a te g o ry  by p ro v id in g  a  s o lu t io n  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  w i t ty  
159te r m s ."  These te rm s , coup led  w ith  an o b je c t iv e  fram e o f  r e f e r e n c e ,  
ach iev e  im p e rs o n a liz a tio n  th ro u g h  th e  use  o f  a b s t r a c t  concep ts  ("H onesty 
i s  th e  b e s t  p o l ic y " )  o r  by i l l u s t r a t i v e  c o n c re tio n s  ("W hile th e  c a t ' s  
away, th e  m ice w i l l  p la y " ) .
C ontext i s  a v i t a l  e lem en t in  th e  s tu d y  o f  p ro v e rb s , f o r  a  p ro ­
verb  o u t o f  c o n te x t may be devo id  o f  m eaning, o r  a t  l e a s t  s t r ip p e d  o f  
i t s  m u lt ip le  p o t e n t i a l  m ean ings, e s p e c ia l ly  i f  i t  i s  a  m e ta p h o ric a l
p ro v e rb . In  f a c t ,  W illiam  R. Bascom rem inds us t h a t  th e  more m e ta p h o ri-
l 6 lc a l  th e  p ro v e rb , th e  b ro a d e r  i t s  ran g e  o f  p o t e n t i a l  a p p l i c a t io n s .
S e i t e l  adds t h a t  such n o n - l i t e r a l  p ro v erb s  r e l y  f o r  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n  on th e
m e ta p h o ric a l r e l a t i o n s h ip s  betw een th e  im ag inary  s i t u a t i o n  p re s e n te d  
in  th e  p ro v erb  and th e  s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n  to  w hich i t  r e f e r s .  To un­
d e rs ta n d  p roverb  u se  one m ust u n d e rs ta n d  th e  mechanisms o f  t h i s  
m etaphor and how i t  i s  m an ip u la te d  to  se rv e  s o c ia l  e n d s .1^2
P ro v e rb s  may be r a t h e r  s im p le  in  t h e i r  use o f  m etap h o r, b u t  " th e  s o c ia l  
r u l e s  w hich one must m a s te r  in  o rd e r  to  use and i n t e r p r e t  p ro v e rb s  co r­
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r e c t l y  a re  p ro b ab ly  th e  most numerous and complex o f  th o se  fo r  any
g e n r e ,” making p ro v e rb s  th em se lv es  one o f  th e  most com p lica ted  o f  f o lk -
l o r i c  g e n re s  due to  t h e i r  extrem e s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  c o n te x t .
In  h i s  im p o rta n t work on Ibo p ro v e rb s , S e i t e l  p ro v id e s  a  model
l 6bf o r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  t h i s  m e ta p h o ric a l m echanism , w h ich , to  o p e ra te  
f u l l y ,  r e l i e s  on im m ediate c o n te x t and a  usage s t r a te g y .  He d e s c r ib e s  
s t r a t e g y  o f  p ro v erb  usage as
a p la n  f o r  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  s i t u a t i o n  w hich th e  p roverb  names. As 
an answ er t o  an im p lie d  (o r  p e rh ap s s t a t e d )  q u e s t io n , "What t o  do?" 
th e  p ro v erb  i s  an a tte m p t to  r e s o lv e  th e  p e r s o n a l ly  f e l t  c o n f l i c t s  
w hich a r i s e  from  p e rc e iv e d  c o n tr a d ic t io n s  in  a  s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n .
That i s ,  a  c o n v e rs a tio n a l  p ro v erb  u se  i s  a n -a tte m p t to  so lv e  a  s i t u ­
a t i o n a l  problem  w hich th e  sp e ak e r  p e rc e iv e s  in  a  manner w hich th e  
sp e a k e r  b e l ie v e s  i s  most s u i t a b l e . 1^5
These " p e rc e iv e d  c o n t r a d ic t io n s ,” when seen  in  M alinow skian te rm s , give
r i s e  t o  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a n x ie t ie s  w hich m ust be re s o lv e d  i f  an in d iv id u a l
o r  s o c ie ty  i s  to  m a in ta in  e q u il ib r iu m . In  th e  f u n c t io n a l i s t  v iew , T ro-
166b r ia n  f ish e rm en  use  magic to  d i s p e l  m en ta l te n s io n s  ; Abrahams se es  
b e l i e f s  o r  p ro v erb s  as to o ls  u sed  t o  accom plish  th e  same e n d s , fo r
Both p ro v e rb s  and s u p e r s t i t io n s  c o n fro n t and a tte m p t to  c o n tro l  r e ­
c u r r e n t  a n x ie ty  s i t u a t i o n s  by  g iv in g  them a  "nam e." Humans, as c u l­
t u r a l  b e in g s ,  have a  " ra g e  f o r  o r d e r ."  A nx ie ty  a r i s e s  w ith  th e  i n ­
t u i t i o n  o f  c h a o s, o f  d i s s o lu t io n  o f  g roup . P ro v erb s  "name" s i t u a t io n s  
in  w hich s o c ia l  s t a b i l i t y  i s  r e p e a te d ly  th r e a te n e d ,  th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  
d i s r u p t iv e  fo rc e s  coming from w i th in  th e  g ro u p .1^7
Seen in  l o g ic a l  term s by P a u l D. Goodwin and Jo sep h  W. W enzel, p ro v erb s
p ro v id e  a  s e t  o f  g e n e ra l ,  r a t i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  th in k in g  about and
l68a t ta c k in g  l i f e ' s  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  and Abrahams a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e y  do so 
in  two ways: a  p ro v erb  may be u sed  t o  d i r e c t  f u tu r e  a c tio n  o r to  a l t e r
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1 6 9an a t t i t u d e  tow ard  som eth ing  w hich has o c c u rre d  a lre a d y  ; in  Goodwin
and W enzel's  te rm s , "The p ro v erb  d e f in e s  th e  s i t u a t i o n  and p r e s c r ib e s  a 
170re s p o n s e ."  I f  th e  q u e s tio n  b e in g  fac e d  i s  sy n ch ro n ic  w ith  th e  p ro ­
verb  c o n te x t ,  e x p la in s  Abrahams, th e  ite m  used  w i l l  su g g e s t f u tu r e  a c t io n .  
I f ,  how ever,
th e  c r i s i s  has a lr e a d y  p a s se d  b u t l e f t  a  r e s id u a l  f e e l in g  o f  d i s o r i ­
e n t a t i o n  though  i t  s t i l l  p rom otes th e  ad o p tio n  o f  an a t t i t u d e
t h a t  w i l l  a llo w  one to  h a n d le  th e  same s i t u a t i o n  in  th e  f u tu r e ,  i t s  
im m ediate fu n c t io n  i s  more o f  a  rea lig n m e n t p ro ced u re  — th e  p ro v erb  
o r  s u p e r s t i t i o n  a r i s e s  t o  ta k e  th e  edge o f f  th e  shock o f  th e  d i s ­
o r ie n t in g  e x p e r ie n c e , re im posing  a sense  o f  o r d e r ,  by a l ig n in g  t h i s  
e x p e rie n c e  w ith  o th e r s  o f  i t s  c la s s  th rough  g iv in g  i t  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  
name. -'-Tl
For exam ple, "H aste  makes w a s te"  s u g g e s ts  c u r r e n t  and f u tu r e  co u rses  o f
172a c tio n  and e x p la in s  p r io r  m ista k es. Part o f  the e f f e c t iv e n e s s  o f
such s t r a t e g i c  p ro v e rb  use l i e s  in  th e  n a tu re  o f  p ro v erb s  as " s e l f -
c o n ta in e d  u n i t s "  w hich c a r ry  t h e i r  own m oral w e ig h t th ro u g h  co h e re n t 
173i n t e r n a l  argum ents and a p p e a l to  t r a d i t i o n .
Goodwin and W enzel have d e s c r ib e d  th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  b a s is  upon 
w hich p ro v erb  lo g ic  i s  b u i l t .  I n i t i a l l y ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  "argum ent by 
g e n e r a l i z a t io n ” w hich b e g in s  w ith  o b se rv a tio n s  abou t a  number o f  spe ­
c i f i c  in s ta n c e s  and moves t o  co n c lu s io n s  about th e  l a r g e r  c la s s  to  
w hich th e s e  in s ta n c e s  b e lo n g . The o th e r  lo g ic a l  argum ent i s  d e riv e d  
from  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  w hich "ho ld s  t h a t  what i s  t r u e  o f  a c la s s  w i l l
•»71*
a ls o  be t r u e  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  members o f  t h a t  c l a s s . "  Hasan E l -
Shamy p o in ts  o u t t h a t  such re a so n in g  i s  e g o - in v o lv in g , s in c e  i t  se rv e s
" to  r a t i o n a l i z e  o r  e n t ic e  b e h a v io r"  o r  b e l i e f s  in  a  s o c io c u l tu r a l  fram e
175o f  r e f e re n c e  known t o  b o th  th e  u s e r  and th e  h e a re r  o f  th e  p ro v e rb .
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TOiere t h i s  s o r t  o f  argum ent i s  u se d , a s s e r t  Goodwin and W enzel, "an ex­
p re s s e d  o r  im p lie d  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s  p o s i te d  betw een th e  s u b je c t  o f  th e  
p ro v erb  and th e  r e f e r e n t  in  r e a l  l i f e . "
In  t h e i r  s e a rc h  fo r  l o g ic a l  c o n s is te n c y  th ro u g h  c o n te n t a n a ly s i s ,  
Goodwin and Wenzel found t h a t  Anglo-Am erican p ro v e rb s  r e f l e c t  an im p li­
c i t  p a t t e r n  ty p o lo g y  f o r  re a so n in g  and argum ent, i l l u s t r a t e  and com­
ment upon le g i t im a te  p a t t e r n s  o f  in f e r e n c e ,  and c a u tio n  a g a in s t  g e n e ra l
177and s p e c i f i c  f a l l a c i e s .  I t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  s im i la r  r e s e a rc h  on p ro ­
verb  c o l l e c t io n s  from  o th e r  c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  w ould y i e l d  com parably 
c o n s is te n t  r e s u l t s .
U lt im a te ly ,  th e  b a s ic  fu n c t io n  o f  th e  p ro v e rb , th e  one which 
a p p lie s  th e  i n t e r n a l  l o g i c ,  i s  a r h e t o r i c a l  one; Goodwin and Wenzel 
e x p la in  t h a t  p ro v erb s
a re  u sed  p r im a r i ly  in  d e l ib e r a t io n  about q u e s tio n s  o f  p r a c t i c a l  con­
d u c t. W hether p e o p le  a re  d e l ib e r a t in g  i n t e r n a l l y  o r  s h a r in g  counsel 
w ith  one a n o th e r , p ro v e rb s  s e rv e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  norms f o r  a c t io n .  They 
endure n o t on ly  b e c au se  o f  t h e i r  r h e t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t i v e  form , b u t 
a ls o  because  o f  t h e i r  s u b s ta n t iv e  c a p a c i ty  to  shape a t t i t u d e s  and 
a c t i o n .178
A r h e t o r i c a l l y  u sed  p ro v erb  i s  a p e r s u a s iv e ,  a rg u m e n ta tiv e  dev ice  em­
p lo y ed  by a  p e rfo rm e r  t o  a f f e c t  an a u d ie n c e . Because th e  argum ent i s  
embodied in  t r a d i t i o n a l  form , th e  te c h n iq u e  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  as w e l l .  
F o lk lo re  a rg u es  t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  u s in g  argum ents and p e rs u a s iv e  methods 
developed  in  th e  p a s t  to  d e a l  w ith  r e c u r r in g  s i t u a t i o n s , and " th e  ve ry
t r a d i t i o n a l  n a tu re  o f  e x p re s s io n  i s  one o f  th e  im p o rta n t te c h n iq u e s  o f
179p e rs u a s io n  in  a  t r a d i t i o n - o r i e n t e d  g roup. Thus Abrahams re g a rd s  th e  
fu n c tio n  o f  f o lk lo r e  as a  no rm ative  one w hich e x e r t s  co h e siv e  p r e s s u r e s ,
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as "The problem s s p e c i f i c a l l y  a t ta c k e d  by  fo lk  e x p re s s io n s  a re  th o se
l8 0t h a t  t h r e a te n  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  g ro u p ."
C ohesion and c o n f l i c t  r e s o lu t io n  a re  undoub ted ly  fu n c t io n s  s e rv e d  
by some f o lk lo r e  a t  some tim e s  b u t ,  a s  do many o th e r  f u n c t i o n a l i s t  ex­
p la n a t io n s ,  th e  one posed  by  Abrahams f a i l s  to  account f o r  th e  dysfu n c­
t i o n a l  p o t e n t i a l  o f  p ro v e rb s  and o th e r  f o lk l o r i c  g e n re s . N e v e r th e le s s ,  
most p ro v e rb s  do a r t i c u l a t e  some tem porary  means o f  c o n f l i c t  r e s o l u t i o n ,  
a s ,
E x p re ss iv e  f o lk lo r e  n o t o n ly  p ro v id e s  p le a s u re  and c a th a r s i s  b u t  
a ls o  a tte m p ts  t o  g u id e  e f f e c t i v e l y .  T his i s  ac h ie v e d  by  a l ly in g  
sympathy and s t r a t e g y  w ith  movement. F o lk lo r e ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s, n o t 
on ly  c o n fro n ts  and p r o je c t s  a n x ie ty -p ro d u c in g  s i t u a t i o n s ;  i t  a ls o  
p roposes  p o t e n t i a l  s o lu t io n s  and a tte m p ts  t o  produce a c t io n  in  
acco rdance  w ith  i t s  p r o p o s a ls . l 8 l
John C. M essenger a s s e s s e s  th e  a f f e c t iv e  use o f  p ro v e rb s  as 
r h e t o r i c a l  d ev ices  a f f e c t i n g  th e  co u rse  o f  j u s t i c e  in  Anang l e g a l  t r i ­
b u n a ls  o f  N ig e r ia ,  p la c in g  p ro v e rb s  c o l l e c te d  d u rin g  c o u r t  h e a r in g s  in
l 82t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  and j u r i d i c a l  c o n te x ts .  F innegan  p o in ts  to  a n o th e r  
p r a c t i c a l  a s p e c t  o f  p ro v e rb s  — t h e i r  e d u c a t io n a l  p o t e n t i a l .  R e la t iv e ly  
fo rm al e d u c a tio n  and tr a n s m is s io n  o f  c u l t u r a l  norms and id e a l s  can be 
p ro v id e d  i n  n o n - l i t e r a t e  s o c i e t i e s  by means o f  i n s t r u c t io n  though p ro ­
v e rb s . Because t h e i r  m eaning i s  i m p l i c i t l y  g e n e ra l iz e d , p ro v e rb s  " a re  
c l e a r ly  a  s u i t a b le  and s u c c in c t  form in  w hich to  v e rb a l iz e  s o c ia l ly  
p r e s c r ib e d  a c tio n s  and a t t i t u d e s . "  A lthough n o t a lw ay s, p ro v e rb s  " a re  
sometim es u sed  q u i te  fo rm a lly  and c o n sc io u s ly  as a  v e h ic le  t o  ach ie v e  
th e  e n d s , and i n  some o f  th e  same c o n te x ts ,  t h a t  we a s s o c ia te  w ith  
fo rm al e d u c a t io n ."  Of c o u rs e , e d u c a tio n  and t ra n s m is s io n  o f  c u l -
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t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a re  accom plished  th ro u g h  r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  p ro v e rb s  and 
o th e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p re s s iv e  form s in  l e s s  fo rm al and conscious c o n te x ts  
as ■well.
P ro v erb s  a re  s u c c e s s fu l  and e f f e c t iv e  r h e t o r i c a l  t o o ls  n o t on ly
b ecau se  th e y  g ive  s o l i d  a d v ic e , b u t  a ls o  because  th e y  do so  in  w hat
Goodwin and Wenzel te rm  an i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  p le a s in g  m anner: "The p ro v erb  moves
th e  mind from th e  c o n c re te  image evoked by i t s  f a m i l i a r  te rm s , th ro u g h
ap p reh en sio n  o f  th e  im p l ic i t  m etap h o r, to  a  n o v e l a p p l ic a t io n  to  th e
l8Up ro b le m a tic  s i t u a t i o n . "  As Abrahams w r i t e s ,  th e  p ro v erb  " c lo a k s  a
"1 Rs
recommended co u rse  o f  a c t io n  in  th e  ga rb  o f  a r t f u l  e x p re s s io n ,"
w hich employs a c le a r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een th e  a r t i s t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  and
th e  im m ediate r e f e r e n t .  In  th e  absence  o f  t h i s  c le a r  r e l a t i o n s h ip ,  th e
186p ro v erb  s t r a te g y  f a i l s .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p re s s io n  im p lie s  t h a t
c o n s id e ra b le  d e l ib e r a t io n  has  o c c u rre d  a t  some tim e in  re g a rd  t o  th e
problem  w hich th e  p ro v erb  a d d re s s e s ; th u s  "Wit se rv e s  wisdom in  t h i s
way — as a  dev ice  o f  c o n t r o l ." '* '^  An a n a lo g ic a l  co n n e c tio n  i s  th e re b y
e s ta b l i s h e d ,  in  Goodwin and W enzel's  s o c io - lo g ic a l  te rm s , betw een th e
188p ro v erb  s i t u a t i o n  and th e  im m ediate problem  s i t u a t i o n .
The s t r a t e g i c  a s p e c t  o f  p ro v erb  use i s  e s p e c ia l ly  e v id e n t when
we rec o g n ize  th e  s im u ltan eo u s  e x is te n c e  o f  c o n tr a d ic to ry  p ro v e rb s  in  a
s in g le  c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n .  Goodwin and Wenzel su g g e s t t h a t  such con-
189t r a d i c t i o n s  p ropose  a  m id d le -o f - th e - ro a d  s o lu t io n ,  b u t  i t  i s  more 
l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  p ro v erb  u s e r  s im p ly  s e le c t s  th e  item  w hich su p p o rts  h is  
o r  h e r  i n t e r e s t s ; s e l e c t i v i t y  i s  in  f a c t  th e  key  to  s u c c e s s fu l  rh e ­
t o r i c a l  s t r a te g y  as d e s c r ib e d  by Abrahams:
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S ince  th e  p ro v e rb -sa y e r  (who may he d e s c r ib e d  as a p r o ta g o n is t )  i s  
t r e a t i n g  a  s o c ia l  problem  w hich may have m u lt ip le  p r o v e r b ia l  s o lu ­
t i o n s ,  he i s  in  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  a s s e r t i n g  one s a n c tio n e d  approach  
over o th e r s  e q u a lly  s a n c tio n e d . The p o e t i c ,  o f te n  m e ta p h o ric a l 
lan g u ag e  o f  th e  p ro v erb  can be seen  a t  l e a s t  in  p a r t  a s  a consequence 
o f  th e  p r o ta g o n i s t ’s r e c o g n i t io n  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  a s s e r t io n  may 
n o t f in d  common ag reem ent. To av o id  p o s s ib le  c o n f l i c t  over th e  con­
t e n t  o f  th e  a s s e r t io n  and t o  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  remove th e  p r o ta g o n is t  
as p e rs o n a l ly - in v o lv e d -a rg u e r  from h is  argum ent, h i s  recom m endation 
i s  couched in  i n d i r e c t  and im p erso n a l r h e t o r i c .  The p ro v e rb -s a y e r  
i s  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  re c o g n iz in g  th e  com plex ity  o f  a c tio n  in  th e  s o c ia l  
sp h e re  and fo rm u la tin g  a  recom m endation in  such a way as t o  de-em - 
p h a s iz e  p o s s ib le  i n te r p e r s o n a l  c o n f l i c t  and th e re b y  t o  a s su re  th e  
g r e a t e s t  s t a b i l i t y  fo r  th e  c o n tin u in g  c o n v e rs a tio n . F o r a  s ta te m e n t 
d e a lin g  w ith  s o c ia l  i n t e r a c t io n  t o  s u rv iv e  and become p a r t  o f  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  e x p re s s io n , i t  w i l l  p ro b ab ly  have t o  a f fo rd  th e  p ro v e rb - s a y e r  
th e  k in d  o f  c o n f l i c t  p r o te c t io n  t h a t  p o e t ic  language p r o v id e s .190
Yet p o e t ic  language  does n o t alw ays p ro v id e  c o n f l i c t  p r o te c t io n ;  th e
h i j a '  ( s a t i r i c a l )  poems o f  th e  p re - I s la m ic  Arabs were re g a rd e d  as w ea-
191pons o f  w ar as e f f e c t i v e  as p h y s ic a l  com bat. P ro v e rb s  o f te n  embody 
a g g re s s iv e  te n d e n c ie s  in  human b e h a v io r , as McKenna e x p la in s :
For j u s t  as one o f  th e  u se s  o f  la u g h te r  h as  been seen  as an a ttem p t 
to  make th e  in d iv id u a l  conform  t o  s o c ia l  norms by p o in t in g  o u t some 
a b s u rd i ty  in  h i s  c o n d u c t, so  th e  p ro v erb  p ro v id e s  a  la u g h , b u t in  a l l  
th e  more b lo o d le s s  a way s in c e  th e  c u lp a b le  t a r g e t  i s  a  h y p o th e t ic a l  
p e rs o n . The v e n t i l a t i o n  o f  a g g re s s io n , g e n e ra l iz e d , s u b lim a te d , o r  
r i t u a l i z e d ,  t h i s  draw ing o f  l i n e s ,  adds much t o  th e  s p ic e  and l i v e l i ­
n ess  o f  th e  p ro v e rb 's  s ta te m e n t o f  t r u t h .  Here a g a in , th e  p ro v erb  
opens a  f i e l d  f o r  th e  s tu d y  o f  c u l t u r e ,  b o th  in  th e  deg ree  o f  ag­
g re s s iv e n e s s  e v id e n t in  th e  p ro v e rb s  o f  v a r io u s  s o c i e t i e s ,  and in  
th e  t a r g e t s  and te c h n iq u e s  u s e d . ^ -92
The a g g re s s io n  in h e re n t  in  in tr a g ro u p  c o n f l i c t  i s  tem pered  b u t n o t 
f u l l y  e l im in a te d  by c e r t a in  u sages o f  p ro v e rb s , because  th e y  ap p ear to  
be o b je c t iv e  and u n iv e r s a l ly  a p p l ic a b le ;  im m ediate c o n te x ts  r id d e n  
w ith  a g g re s s iv e  p o t e n t i a l  a re  p la c e d  in  a w id e r c o n te x t and th u s  made 
l e s s  th r e a te n in g  to  th e  in d iv id u a l .  Says Abrahams,
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Looked upon in  t h i s  way, p ro v e rb s  can be seen  t o  r e g u la te  t o  a  c e r ­
t a i n  e x te n t  m an 's  r e l a t i o n  to  h i s  n e ig h b o rs ;  th e y  do t h i s  by s e t t i n g  
f o r th  s o lu t io n s  t o  th e  problem s t h a t  a r i s e  betw een them r e p e a te d ly ,  
p h ra s in g  them  in  such  a way t h a t  th e y  a re  a t  one and th e  same tim e  
c o n c is e ,  w i t t y ,  m em orable, f o r c e f u l ,  and i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  p a s t  u sa g e .
The d e ta c h e d , o b je c t iv e  e f f e c t  i s  h e ig h te n e d  by  th e  use  o f  m e ta p h o ric a l
19 ho r  a n a lo g ic a l  a rg u m e n ta tiv e  te c h n iq u e s . The e f f e c t iv e  fu n c t io n  o f  
th e  p ro v e rb  i s  f u l f i l l e d  when th e  p r o v e r b 's  "m essage ,"  as M arzal c a l l s  
th e  p r in c i p le  a b s t r a c te d  from  a  number o f  p a r t i c u l a r  ca se s  and ex­
p re s s e d  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly ,  " i s  a p p lie d  t o  p a r t i c u l a r  c o n te x ts  o f  s o c ia l  
i n t e r a c t io n  as an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  p r o v e r b ’s m e ta p h o r" ^ ^  t o  in ­
f lu e n c e  an au d ien ce  and th e re b y  h e lp  th e  sp e a k e r  ach iev e  h i s  o r  h e r  
d e s i r e d  ends.
In  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly s i s ,  th e  p ro v e rb  works because  i t  i s  a  com­
p le t e  and lo g ic a l  s umma ry  o f  a s i t u a t i o n ,  c o n s i s t in g ,  in  M a rz a l’s v iew , 
o f  fo u r  a s p e c ts :  summary o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  a d v ic e  ro o te d  in  e x p e r ie n c e ,
t r a d i t i o n a l  form and s a n c t i t y ,  and day to  day v i t a l i t y  in  s o c ia l  i n -  
196t e r a c t i o n .  F u rth e rm o re , as Abrahams em p h asizes , th e  d e s c r ip t iv e  
e lem en ts in  a  p ro v e rb  a re  o r g a n ic a l ly  and in e v i ta b ly  r e l a t e d ;
th e y  make se n se  to g e th e r ,  and th e y  cohere  in  an a c t iv e  w a y . . . . t h e  
com bina tion  o f  e lem en ts o f  d e s c r ip t io n  s e t s  up an image o r  id e a  in  
an im m ed ia te ly  m ean ing fu l and dynamic G e s ta l t .  The c l a r i t y  o f  t h i s  
p a t t e r n  in  com bination  w ith  th e  f a c i l i t y  o f  p h ra s in g  o f  th e  p ro v erb  
p ro v id e s  a  to n e  o f  a p p ro p r ia te n e s s  and m oral w e ig h t e n a b lin g  i t  t o  
fu n c t io n  as a  g u id e  f o r  f u tu r e  a c t i o n . 1 9 7
M a te r ia ls  o f  th e  p ro v e rb  a re  o rg a n iz e d  a c co rd in g  to  rhythm , sound and
m eaning, b o th  d e n o ta t iv e  and c o n n o ta t iv e . T his o rg a n iz a t io n  p ro v id e s
" th e  needed  f e e l in g  o f  o r d e r ;  t h i s  in  tu r n  prom otes sympathy and e n -
198courages f u tu r e  a c t io n  in  acco rd  w ith  th e  d i c t a t e s  o f  th e  p ro v e rb ."
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The dynamic r e l a t i o n s h ip  among d e s c r ip t iv e  e lem en ts  f u r th e r s  th e  sym­
p a th y  and a c t io n ;  a c t iv e  v e rb s  b in d  to g e th e r  th e  p r o v e rb 's  d e s c r ip t iv e
e le m e n ts , r e l a t e  them  c a u s a l ly  o r  e q u a t io n a l ly ,  and h e lp  in  t h a t  way to
199prom ote th e  d e s i r e d  sy m p a th e tic  re sp o n se .
S ty le  in  P ro v erb s  
On th e  b a s i s  o f  h i s  r e s e a rc h  in to  D anish  p ro v e rb s ,  Holbek a s s e r t s  
t h a t  t h e r e  a re  two main d i r e c t i o n s  w hich p ro v e rb  s ty l e  ta k e s .  F i r s t ,  
b ecau se  o f  th e  need  t o  e x p re ss  " t r u th "  o r  "wisdom" as l a i d  down by t r a ­
d i t i o n ,  p ro v erb s  m ust be  " g e n e r a l ,  p e rs p ic u o u s , and s t r a ig h t - f o r w a r d ."  
S econd ly , in  o rd e r  t o  rem ain  v i t a l  in  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  such o rnam en ta l 
speech  form s as a re  commonly a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p o e try  adorn  p ro v e rb s  and
h e lp  d i s t in g u is h  them from  o rd in a ry  s p e e c h . T h e s e  s t y l i s t i c  d ev ices
201se rv e  a s  mnemonic a id s  t o  t r a d i t i o n  b e a r e r s ,  and in c lu d e  m e te r , 
rhyme, s l a n t  rhym e, a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  a sso n an ce , p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n ,  p a rad o x , 
p a r a l le l i s m ,  s im i le  and m etapho r. Coupled w ith  th e  te r s e n e s s  o f  most 
p ro v e rb s , such p o e t i c  language  has  been  a boon t o  th e  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  
p ro v e rb s  in  r e l a t i v e l y  f ix e d ,  som etim es even a r c h a ic ,  form o v e r lo n g  
p e r io d s  o f  t im e .
A rab ic  p ro v e rb  s c h o la r s  con firm  th e  use  in  t h e i r  d a ta  o f  s t y l i s ­
t i c  d e v ic e s  s im i la r  t o  th o s e  d e s c r ib e d  by H olbek. Mahgoub, in  r e f e re n c e  
t o  E g y p tian  p ro v e rb s ,  re n d e rs  s t a t i s t i c a l  in fo rm a tio n  on th e  appearance
o f  such  p o e t ic  t o o l s  a s  v a r io u s  s t r e s s  p a t t e r n s ,  s y l l a b le  s t r u c tu r e ,
202a l l i t e r a t i o n  and rhyme. W esterm arck d is c u s s e s  th e  s ty l e  o f  h i s
Moroccan p ro v e rb s  in  more d e p th , c i t i n g  seven  commonly employed de - 
20^v ic e s .  H y p erb o le , s u g g e s ts  W esterm arck, i s  w id e ly  employed m  p ro -
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v e r t s  because  i t  i s  conducive to  b r e v i ty .  P a r a l le l i s m  i s  u sed  t o  show 
s i m i l a r i t y  and c o n t r a s t  betw een s e n te n c e s ,  betw een p r in c ip le  and subo r­
d in a te  c la u s e s  o f  th e  same se n te n c e ; som etim es a  sim ple  p ro c e s s  o f  ju x -  
to p o s i t io n  i s  u se d , a s  in  "The b e a u ty  o f  a  man i s  in  h i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  
and th e  i n te l l i g e n c e  o f  a  woman i s  in  h e r  beauty"CEW3H• The Moroccan 
p ro v e rb s  a ls o  make u se  o f  phonemic p u nn ing , in  w hich s im i la r  sounding 
w ords w ith  d i f f e r e n t  m eanings a re  opposed f o r  e f f e c t ;  f o r  in s ta n c e ,
"A d eb t (aayn)  d e s tro y s  r e l i g io n  ( d i n ) "[EW1062] c o n t r a s ts  d e b t ,  w ith  
i t s  n e g a tiv e  c o n n o ta t io n s , to  r e l i g i o n ,  a  p o s i t i v e  f o rc e ,  f o r  em phasis 
th ro u g h  b o th  l i n g u i s t i c  and c o n n o ta tiv e  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  Rhyme o f  v a rio u s  
k in d s  i s  u se d , and in c lu d e s :  rhyming morphemes w hich su cceed  one a n o th e r  
o r  a re  s e p a ra te d  by  o n ly  a  p a r t i c l e ,  som etim es fo llo w ed  by an a d d i t io n a l  
end rhyme; end rhyme; rhyming f i r s t  and l a s t  w ords. Rhythm i s  employed, 
and no rm ally  in v o lv e s  rhy thm ic  pauses w hich c o in c id e  w ith  sem an tic  
p a u s e s , a lth o u g h  som etim es a rhy thm ic pause occu rs  w ith o u t a  pause  in  
m eaning. A l l i t e r a t i o n ,  in  w hich c lo s e ly  con n ec ted  words b e g in n in g  w ith  
th e  same consonan t a re  u se d , and assonance  a re  a ls o  commonly u t i l i z e d  
i n  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s .
Meaning in  P ro v e rb s  
A r i s t o t l e  s a id  t h a t  p ro v e rb s  w ere "m etaphors from  s p e c ie s  to  
s p e c i e s . W h i l e  th e r e  a re  s t r a ig h t f o rw a r d  p ro v e rb s  w hich do n o t 
employ m etaphor o r  s im i le  to  make t h e i r  p o i n t s ,  th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  p ro ­
v e rb s  a re  m e ta p h o r ic a l ;  some p ro v erb s  ex p re ss  o p in io n s  and in h e re n t
205v a lu e  judgm ents e x p l i c i t l y ,  o th e r s  i m p l i c i t l y .  The e x te n s iv e  use  o f  
m etaphor a l l i e s  th e  p ro v erb  c lo s e ly  w ith  th e  r i d d l e ,  and b o th  be lo n g
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t o  a  l a r g e r  group o f  v e rb a l  s t r a t e g i e s  "which P e te r  Farb d is c u s s e s  c o l-
2Qg
l e c t i v e l y  as "gnomic e x p re s s io n s ."  B u t, as Dundes p o in ts  o u t ,  th e r e
i s  a  s p e c ia l  a f f i n i t y  betw een p ro v erb  and r i d d l e ,  as b o th  a re  f re q u e n tly
207m e ta p h o r ic a l ,  "com press th o u g h t t o  e x p re ss  a  g e n e ra l  t r u t h , "  and
2Qg
"depend on 'topic-com m ent* c o n s t r u c t io n s ."  The d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  f e a ­
t u r e  i s  t h a t  th e  p ro v erb  p ro v id e s  th e  "answ er" in  t h a t  th e  r e f e r e n t  
m ust be known f o r  th e  p ro v erb  to  w ork , w h ile  th e  r i d d l e ,  i n  c o n t r a s t ,  
ask s a q u e s tio n  w hich has an u n ex p ec ted  answ er, th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  
w hich was th e  p o in t  o f  th e  r i d d l e .  Georges and Dundes e x p la in  t h a t
209th e  p ro v e rb , u n lik e  th e  r i d d l e ,  a s s e r t s  w ith o u t r e q u i r in g  an answ er.
In  some s o c io l in g u i s t i c  e n v iro n m en ts , in  f a c t ,  th e  same ite m  may func­
t i o n  in te rc h a n g e a b ly  as p ro v e rb  o r  r i d d l e ,  depending on w h e th er o r  no t 
th e  aud ience  knows th e  r e f e r e n t .
P a re m io lo g is ts  g e n e ra l ly  re c o g n iz e  a  number o f  d i f f e r e n t  gnomic 
form s as e i t h e r  p r o v e r b ia l  o r  v e ry  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  t o  p ro v e rb s . Col­
l e c t o r s  have s in c e  e a r l i e s t  t im e s  in c o rp o ra te d  a  w ide v a r i e ty  o f  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  m a te r ia ls  in  t h e i r  c o l l e c t i o n s ,  showing t h a t  more th a n  one k in d
210o f  sa y in g  m ight be  in c lu d e d  u n d e r th e  r u b r ic  " p ro v e rb ."  The l im i t a ­
t io n s  and problem s r e s u l t i n g  from  th e  la c k  o f  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  p roverb  
a re  f u r th e r  compounded by th e  p ro fu s io n  o f  term s w hich m ost languages 
use  t o  i d e n t i f y  p ro v e rb s  and t r a d i t i o n a l  s a y in g s ;  w itn e s s  th e  problem  
B arak a t en c o u n te re d  re g a rd in g  t h e ; A rab ic  forms m athal and qaCid a  (see  
pages 6 1 -6 2 ). The s i t u a t i o n  i s  c o m p lica ted  even m ore, lam en ts M arza l,
when th e  te rm s o f  one language a re  compared w ith  o r  t r a n s l a t e d  in to
211th o se  o f  a n o th e r  language ; M iln e r p la c e s  th e  blam e f o r  t h i s  con fu sio n  
on th e  phenomenon whereby "W ith in  each  lan g u ag e , th e  words w hich r e f e r
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t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  sa y in g s  a re  o f te n  n o t on ly  vague , c i r c u l a r  and synono- 
m ous, "but th e y  a re  a ls o  a f f e c te d  by  th e  c u l t u r a l  h o r iz o n  w ith in  w hich 
each  language  i s  u s e d . " ^ ^
Gnomic e x p re s s io n  in c o rp o ra te s  fo u r  s ig n a l l i n g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
i n to  w hat Farb  te rm s " a  s t r a te g y  o f  language  m a n ip u la tio n  f o r  th e  p a r ­
t i c u l a r  pu rpose  o f  te a c h in g ,  conveying  wisdom, and e x p re s s in g  a  p h i lo -
pi p
so p h y ."  Meaning i s  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ;  i t  d e a ls  
w ith  th e  b a s ic  t r u t h s  ab o u t h e a l t h ,  lo v e ,  p o v e r ty , w e a l th ,  g o o d n ess, and 
so on. Through th e s e  fundam en ta l t r u t h s ,  gnomic e x p re s s io n s  g iv e  ad­
v ic e  and im ply s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  d e a lin g  w ith  l i f e ,  u s u a l ly  th ro u g h  m eta­
p h o r ic a l  e x p re s s io n . Sound , in  th e  shape o f  l i n g u i s t i c  d e v ic e s  l ik e  
a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  a sso n a n c e , and rhym e, c o n s t i tu t e  th e  second  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
o f  gnomic form s. T h ird ly ,  im p erso n a l vocabu la ry  form s  a re  s t a t e d  d i r e c t ­
l y  o r  im p lie d ;  in  E n g l is h ,  th e  c o p u la  v e rb a l  form s i s  and are  a re  f r e ­
q u e n tly  u sed . F i n a l l y ,  grammar i s  t y p i c a l l y  in  th e  p re s e n t  t e n s e ,  
w hich le n d s  gnomic e x p re s s io n s  an a u ra  o f  u n i v e r s a l i t y .  G ram m atical
c o n s tr u c t io n s  in v o lv in g  p a r a l l e l i s m ,  symmetry and r e v e r s a l  o f  e lem en ts
211+in  th e  e x p re s s io n  a re  n o t uncommon.-  (se e  pages 9 1 -9 2 ).
Agnes Szermerkemy has d eve loped  a f o u r - le v e l  schema f o r  s tu d y in g  
p ro v erb  m eaning, w hich she says sh o u ld  be in v e s t ig a te d  in  te rm s o f  
s y n ta x , sem an tic s  and p rag m a tic  fu n c t io n .  The f i r s t  l e v e l  t o  be s tu d ie d  
a c c o rd in g  to  Szermerkemy i s  th e  s y n ta c t ic  l e v e l ,  a t  w hich we f in d  an 
a b s t r a c t  i n v a r i a n t  theme w ith  w hich v a r i a n t s  a re  connected  to  one ano­
t h e r .  T his l e v e l  i s  t o  be deduced by  a b s t r a c t in g  e s s e n t i a l  e lem en ts
215from th e m a t ic a l ly  r e l a t e d  p ro v e rb s  , in  o th e r  w ords, a  d e e p -s t ru c tu re  
i s  t o  be d e te rm ined  from s u r f a c e - s t r u c tu r e  v a r i a n t s .  L evel B o f  th e
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a n a ly s is  in v o lv e s  an e x a c t sem an tic  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  c o n c re te ,
l i t e r a l  id e a  o f  th e  p ro v e rb , le a d in g  t o  l e v e l  C, th e  m e ta sem io tic  l e v e l .
F u n c tio n , t h a t  i s ,  th e  p rag m atic  r o le  o f  th e  p ro v erb  in  th e  l i f e  o f  th e
2l6group w hich u se s  i t ,  i s  th e  concern  o f  l e v e l  D.
E th n o g rap h ic  Use o f  P ro v e rb s  
and P ro v e rb  C o l le c t io n s  
P ro v e rb s  cannot be u n d e rs to o d  w ith o u t r e f e re n c e  to  th e  c u l tu r e  
which spawns o r  a d o p ts , and p e r p e tu a te s ,  them , fo r  t h e i r  c o n te n t and 
t h e i r  employment a re  i n e x t r i c a b ly  l in k e d  t o  th e  l i f e  s ty l e  and w o rld ­
view o f  t h a t  c u l tu r e .  P a re m io lo g is ts  have lo n g  re g a rd e d  p ro v e rb s  as a 
door t o  c u l t u r a l  u n d e rs ta n d in g . As do o th e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p re s s iv e  
g e n re s , p ro v e rb s  i l l u s t r a t e  a  p e o p le 's  v a lu e s  and p re o c c u p a tio n s  and , 
as Abrahams re m a rk s , in  p ro v e rb -u s in g  groups th e y  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  ac­
c e s s ib le  f o r  th e  c o l l e c to r  as th e y  ap p ear in  c o n v e rsa tio n  as w e l l  as
217 . .fo rm al d is c o u r s e .  P ro v e rb s  a re  a ls o  e a s i l y  m an ip u la ted  o r  m is in ­
t e r p r e t e d ,  n o t on ly  becau se  th e y  f r e q u e n t ly  a re  p re s e n te d  o u t o f  con­
t e x t  b u t a ls o  because  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  an ite m  says n o th in g  abou t i t s  
im portance  in  th e  c u l t u r a l  s e t t i n g .  I n  A braham s's w ords,
P ro v e rb s  a re  e x p re s s io n s  su g g e s te d  in  th e  p o p u la r  m ind a t  th o s e  
tim e s  when a  member o f  th e  group c o l l id e s  in  some way w ith  o th e r s ,  
o r  a t  l e a s t  th r e a te n s  t o  do s o . T h e re fo re  one can f r u i t f u l l y  use 
th e  o c c u rre n ce  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  c o n te x t as an in d ex  to  th e  p la c e s
w here th e  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  community i s  w eakest and needs th e
g r e a t e s t  amount o f  c o n t r o l .  C on seq u en tly , th e  s tu d y  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  
a  s i t u a t i o n  o f  t h a t  s o r t  w ould c a l l  f o r  an in d ic a t io n  n o t o n ly  o f  
th e  r e p e r to i r e  o f  sa y in g s  a v a i l a b le  t o  a  g ro u p , b u t o f  how o f te n  
in d iv id u a l  item s crop  u p .218
Of c o u rs e , p ro v e rb s  a ls o  o ccu r in  n o n - c o n f l ic t  s i t u a t i o n s ,  w here th e y
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may r e f l e c t  g e n e ra l  a t t i t u d e  r a t h e r  th a n  s t r u c t u r a l  w eakness ( e . g . ,  
"T h e re ’s no use  c ry in g  over s p i l l e d  m ilk " ) .
In  f a c t ,  p ro v e rb s  have been  lo n g  and w id e ly  view ed as r e f l e c t i v e  
o f  c u l t u r a l  p h ilo so p h y , b e c a u se , w r i te s  F in n eg an , " in  p ro v erb s  th e  
whole range o f  human e x p e rie n c e  can be commented on and a n a ly s e d , gene­
r a l i z a t i o n s  and p r in c ip le s  e x p re sse d  in  a  g ra p h ic  and co n c ise  form , and
219th e  w id e r  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  s p e c i f i c  s i t u a t i o n s  b ro u g h t t o  m ind ."
Some p ro v e rb s  from  th e  same c u l tu r e  may c o n f l i c t ;  th e  v e ry  same p ro ­
verb  may be u sed  in  d i f f e r e n t  ways from  one perfo rm ance t o  th e  n e x t .  
T h e re fo re  we m ust concur w ith  F innegan  when she w r i te s  t h a t
I f  i n t e r p r e t e d  as  l i t e r a l  in ju n c t io n s  and e v a lu a t io n s ,  c l e a r l y  th e r e  
i s  a  c o n t r a d ic t io n .  I n s te a d  th e y  m ight be  reg a rd e d  as a  way o f  sum­
ming up w hat i s  re c o g n iz e d  as o n ly  one f a c e t  o f  th e  t r u t h ,  to  be 
used  as and when i t  a p p lie s  o r  a p p e a ls ;  th e n  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t o  ap­
p r e c i a t e  more f u l l y  th e  f l e x i b l e  and s u b t le  way in  w h ich , though  a  
w hole s e r i e s  o f  o v e rto n e s  and d ep th s  o f  m eaning, p ro v e rb s  r e p r e s e n t  
" th e  s o u l  o f  th e  p e o p le ."220
One o th e r  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  a b s t r a c t in g  a  "p h ilo so p h y  o f  l i f e "  from
p ro v e rb s  may a ls o  be c i t e d ,  and t h a t  i s  t h a t  many o f  th e  p ro v erb s  found
in  use  in  one c u l tu r e  o r  s o c ie ty  have i n te r n a t io n a l  and i n t e r c u l t u r a l
c u rre n c y . I t  i s  n o t th e  s in g le  p ro v erb  b u t  r a th e r  th e  m osaic o f  a l l  a
c u l t u r e ’s p ro v e rb s  (and o th e r  e x p re s s iv e  form s) and th e  freq u en cy  o f
t h e i r  u se  w hich p ro v id e s  th e  f u l l  p i c t u r e .  The u t i l i z a t i o n  o f  p ro v erb
c o l l e c t io n s  f o r  c u l t u r a l  a n a ly s is  m ust be approached  w ith  u tm ost c a re ,
and compendiums m ust be re c o g n iz e d  f o r  w hat th e y  a r e ,  d e s c r ib e d  by
S ilve rm an-W ein re ich  as " n o t a  d e lim ite d  and c o n s is te n t  p h i lo s o p h ic a l
system  d e v ise d  by an in d iv id u a l ,  b u t  a t  b e s t  a  summation o f  many moods
221o f  s e v e r a l  g e n e ra tio n s  in  d i f f e r e n t  r e g io n s ."  Yet th e r e  a re  some
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cases o f  content c o n s is te n c y ; my a n a ly s is  o f  W estermarck's work on 
222Moroccan proverbs has shown, fo r  in s ta n c e , th a t a d je c t iv a l  and nomi­
n a l a s s o c ia t io n s  w ith  fem ales and surrogate fem ales a r e , in  t h e ir  t o -
223t a l i t y ,  c o n s is te n t .
Some e a r ly  conten t an a ly ses  sought t o  e x tr a p o la te  a t t i tu d e s  and
v a lu es from proverbs w ithout co n su ltin g  n a tiv e  inform ants about proverb
22I4.
meaning. A lfred  L is te r  sought " lessons"  in  Chinese proverb s, W il­
liam  E l l io t  G r if f i s  claim ed to  e x p lic a te  "the Japanese ph ilosop hy o f
225l i f e "  through p roverb s, and Chinese r e l ig io n  was th e  ta r g e t  o f  C l i f -
Op£
ford  Henry P lo p p er 's  a ttem p ts. Many o f  th ese  e n th u s ia s ts  took  t h e ir
methods and id ea  from an e a r ly  work o f  t h is  ty p e , Bishop Richard
227Trench’s On th e  Lessons o f  P ro v e rb s . Raymond F ir th  s u c c in c t ly  
s ta t e s  th e  most common error o f  th e se  and o th er  an a ly ses  which purport 
to  p o in t out ev id en ce on th e  b a s is  o f  proverbs a lone: "the r e a l  i s  con­
founded w ith  th e  id e a l;  t o  th e  n a tiv e  in  everyday l i f e  i s  a t tr ib u te d
the h a b itu a l p r a c t ic e  o f  such moral behavior as i s  in c u lc a te d  in  h is
228maxims and aphorism s." Some la t e r  s tu d ie s ,  such as A.A. P arker's
a n a ly s is  o f  Spanish proverb s, were based on s im ila r ly  nebulous con­
c e p ts , such as th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  u n v e ilin g  a p e o p le 's  a t t itu d e  toward
229l i f e  by examining what th ey  laugh a t in  proverbs. But humor and 
proverbs are hard to  p in  down se p a r a te ly  as to  t h e ir  p h ilo so p h ic a l im­
port and t h e ir  com bination more than doubles the d i f f i c u l t i e s .
Dundes and Mieder a s s e r t  h ap p ily  th a t  comparative f o lk lo r i s t s  
are g e n e r a lly  more wary than many others o f  assuming th a t a proverb  
n e c e s s a r i ly  exp resses  a n a tio n a l character t r a i t  because th ey  are aware 
o f  th e  l ik e l ih o o d  th a t i t  has c r o s s -c u ltu r a l  currency, adding th a t an­
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th r o p o lo g is t s  ap p ear more in c l in e d  t o  a c cep t p ro v e rb s  as r e f l e c t i v e  o f
l o c a l  id e o lo g y . The t r u t h ,  th e y  co n c lu d e , u n d o ub ted ly  l i e s  somewhere 
230betw een. I t  i s  th e  sum t o t a l  o f  p ro v e rb s  and t h e i r  fre q u e n c y  o f  
u se  in  a  p a r t i c u l a r  c u l tu r e  w hich i s  l i k e l y  t o  e x p re ss  n a t io n a l  o r  c u l­
t u r a l  p r e d i l i c t i o n s .  Of c o u rs e , w arns F.N . R obinson , th e r e  i s  always
th e  danger o f  s e le c t in g  d a ta  b a se d  on a  p rec o n c e iv e d  id e a  and u s in g  them
231to  su p p o rt t h a t  id e a .  S e l e c t i v i t y  o f  t h i s  k in d  can be c o n sc io u s  o r  
u n c o n sc io u s , and o f  i t  th e  a n a ly s t  m ust alw ays bew are.
N e v e r th e le s s , p ro v e rb s  can be u s e fu l  f o r  com plem enting c u l t u r a l  
knowledge from o th e r  s o u rc e s ;  Abrahams e x p la in s  th e  v a lu e  o f  p ro v e rb s  
f o r  a  s tu d e n t  o f  a  c u l tu r e  th u s :
because  p ro v erb s  do "name" r e c u r r in g  s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  th e  c o l l e c ­
t io n  and in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  them  can le a d  to  im p o rta n t in s ig h t s  in to  
th e  c u l t u r a l  f i x i t i e s  o f  s p e c i f i c  g ro u p s. We a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  in ­
t e r e s t e d  in  a n y th in g  w hich a  group has chosen t o  name, s im p ly  because  
th e y  have in v e s te d  t h a t  th in g  w ith  c u l t u r a l  v a lu e . I t  seems t e r r i b l y  
im p o rta n t t o  f in d  o u t w hat s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n s  a re  re g a rd e d  as p ro b ­
lems in  any g ro u p , and a ls o  w hat th e  approved  s o lu t io n s  a r e ,  and no 
a re a  o f  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e  can g iv e  t h i s  more q u ic k ly  o r  c l e a r ly
th a n  p r o v e r b s .232
D.B. Shimkin and Pedro  S an juan  p o in t  ou t in  t h e i r  s tu d y  o f  e x p l i c i t  
m eaning in  R ussian  p ro v e rb s ,  fu r th e rm o re , t h a t  "p ro v e rb s  a re  more l i k e ­
ly  to  r e p r e s e n t  th e  v iew p o in ts  and e x p re s s io n s  c u r r e n t  in  g iv en  com- 
m u n itie s  th a n  in d iv id u a l  in v e n t io n s  o r  p r e f e r e n c e s ."  In  lo n g e r  
f o lk l o r i c  and l i t e r a r y  forms in  w hich in d iv id u a l  c r e a t i v i t y  becomes as 
im p o rta n t v a r i a b l e ,  i t  i s  som etim es d i f f i c u l t  t o  de te rm ine  w here t r a ­
d i t i o n a l  concensus ends and p e rs o n a l  o p in io n  b e g in s ,  b u t  w ith  p ro v erb  
c o n te n t t h i s  i s  u n l ik e ly  t o  be so .
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In  o rd e r  p ro p e r ly  t o  i n t e r p r e t  a  body o f  p ro v erb s  as c u l t u r a l  
i n d i c a to r s ,  i t  i s  n e c e s sa ry  f i r s t  t o  d i s t in g u is h  th e  n a t io n a l  c h a ra c te r  
o f  th e  s e t .  Robinson su g g e s ts  a  u s e f u l  system  fo r  do ing  so  b a sed  on 
v a r io u s  f a c to r s :  lo c a l  s e t t i n g  and c o lo r ;  l o c a l  s t y l i s t i c  d e v ic e s , f o r ­
mulae and th e  l i k e ,  and; n a t io n a l  custom s, t r a i t s ,  v i r t u e s  o r  v ic e s  r e -
23Uf le e t e d  in  th e  p ro v e rb s . As W hiting  o b se rv es  re g a rd in g  p o t e n t i a l  
c u l t u r a l  s p e c i f i c i t y ,
A c a v e a t a g a in s t  th e  im proper use  o f  p ro v e r b ia l  m a te r ia l  t o  w r i te  
th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  o r  s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  o f  a  peop le  does n o t deny t h a t  
in d iv id u a l  p ro v erb s  a re  p e c u l i a r  t o  a n a t io n  o r  n a t io n a l  g roup . The 
m a te r ia l  o b je c ts  u sed  in  p ro v e rb s  w i l l  n a tu r a l l y  v a ry  from  one r e ­
g ion  o f  th e  e a r th  t o  a n o th e r ,  and d i f f e r e n c e s  in  l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c ­
t u r e  w i l l  be r e f l e c t e d  in  p ro v e rb s , even a f t e r  th e  p ro v e rb s  have 
been t r a n s l a t e d  from  t h e i r  o r ig i n a l  t o n g u e . 235
I f  in d iv id u a l  p ro v erb s  can be p e c u l i a r  t o  a  g roup , o r  a t  l e a s t  r e f l e c t  
a s p e c ts  o f  c u l tu r e  s p e c i f ic  t o  t h a t  g ro u p , th e n  c e r t a in ly  c o l l e c t io n s  
o f  such p ro v e rb s  w i l l  a ls o  r e f l e c t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  g roup . Such 
c o l l e c t i o n s ,  an a ly zed  w ith  c a re  and in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  o th e r  c u l t u r a l  
d a ta ,  can le n d  in s ig h t s  i n to  th e  s o c ie ty  o r  c u l tu r e  a t  l a r g e .
Some f u r th e r  c o n s id e ra t io n s  p o s i t e d  by T ay lo r f o r  ju d g in g  th e  
q u a l i ty  o f  a  p ro v erb  c o l l e c t io n  a re  th e  number o f  item s i t  c o n ta in s ,  
th e  arrangem ent o f  th e s e  i te m s , acknowledgem ent o f  so u rc e s  and c i t a t i o n  
o f  p a r a l l e l s  in  th e  same and o th e r  lan g u ag es ; t h i s  e v a lu a t iv e  system  
has  been a p p lie d  to  c o l l e c t io n s  u sed  f o r  th e  c u r r e n t  s tu d y  (see  pages 
2 -1 7 ) . S upp lem en ta tion  o f  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  w ith  e th n o g ra p h ic  and con­
t e x t u a l  in fo rm a tio n  i s  v i t a l  t o  p ro p e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  p ro v e rb s . As 
has been  n o te d , m u lt ip le  m eanings may be a p p lie d  to  some p ro v erb s  by 
th e  p e o p le  who use  them ; K ir s h e n b la tt -G im b le t t  s t r e s s e s  th e  c o n te x tu a l
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and em ergent q u a l i t i e s  o f  p ro v erb s  th u s :
When exam ined in  term s o f  t h e i r  a c tu a l  u se  in  s p e c i f ic  s i t u a t i o n s ,  
we se e  t h a t  a  p ro v erb  can be made t o  e x p re s s  more th a n  one m eaning, 
t h a t  som etim es th e s e  m eanings a re  c o n t r a d ic to r y ,  and t h a t  a  p ro ­
v e r b 's  m eaning , r a th e r  th an  b e in g  autonomous o f  th e  p r o v e r b 's  u se  as 
we a re  l e d  t o  b e l ie v e  by p ro v erb  c o l l e c t i o n s , i s  in d eed  c o n te x tu a l ly  
s p e c i f i e d .237
P ro v erb  m eaning i s  o f te n  em ergent in  a  s p e c i f i c  c o n te x t ;  f o l k l o r i s t s  
o f  th e  "perfo rm ance sc h o o l"  th e r e f o r e  em phasize t h a t  " i t  i s  n o t th e  
m eaning o f  th e  p ro v e rb  p e r  s e  t h a t  need  be o u r concern  b u t th e  m eaning 
o f  th e  p ro v erb  p e rfo rm a n c e ."  B renda B eck, an a n th ro p o lo g is t  who has 
worked w ith  Tam il p ro v e rb s , c o n c u rs :
I f  th e  p ro v e rb s  drawn from th e  same c u l tu r e  can c o n tr a d ic t  one 
a n o th e r ,  th e y  p ro b ab ly  do so because  p ro v e rb s  a re  used  in d iv id u a l ly .  
Wisdom l i e s  n o t in  th e  corpus o f  p ro v e rb s  i t s e l f  b u t in  th e  know­
led g e  o f  when and how t o  use each  in d iv id u a l  one. They do n o t form 
a  c o h e re n t body o f  e t h i c a l  judgm ents by th e m s e lv e s .239
Even e a r ly  on in  p a re m io lo g ic a l  h i s t o r y ,  some c o l le c to r s  warned 
a g a in s t  making judgm ents on th e  b a s is  o f  p ro v e rb s  a lo n e . W esterm arck 
p o in ts  e lo q u e n t ly  t o  th e  problem s o f  "drawCingD c o n c lu s io n s  as t o  th e  
a c tu a l  p re v a le n c e  o f  a mode o f  conduct from p ro v erb s  e n jo in in g  i t " ;  he 
conc ludes w ith  th e  s u g g e s tio n  t h a t  " a lth o u g h  th e  p ro v e rb s  o f  a  peop le  
a re  in  some way o r  o th e r  e x p re s s iv e  o f  i t s  l i f e  and c h a r a c te r ,  th e y  may 
f r e q u e n t ly  have t o  be in te r p r e te d  in  l i g h t  o f  knowledge w hich th e y  do 
n o t th em se lv es  su p p ly . In  a d d i t io n ,  c a re  must be ta k e n  t h a t  tem­
p o ra l  f a c to r s  a re  c o n s id e re d  in  a n a ly z in g  c o l l e c t i o n s  from d i f f e r in g  
tim e p e r io d s .  Kuusi su g g e s ts  t h a t
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as th e r e  a re  h i s t o r i c a l  s h i f t s  in  w orldview  so  th e r e  w i l l  he  c o rre ­
spond ing  changes in  p ro v erb  r e p e r to i r e s  and u sa g e . I f  t h i s  i s  s o , 
th e n  one may s p e c u la te  t h a t  s t a t i s t i c a l  sam plings o f  f a v o r i t e  p ro ­
v e rb s  o f  a  g iv en  e r a  may p o s s ib ly  se rv e  as  r e l i a b l e  in d ec e s  o f  s ig ­
n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  fundam en ta l p h i lo s o p h ie s  o f  l i f e  from  one 
g e n e ra tio n  t o  a n o th e r .2^1
As in  any f i e l d  o f  in q u i r y ,  th e r e  a re  c a u tio n s  w hich m ust be 
c o n s id e re d  by s c h o la r s  in v o lv e d  in  c o n te n t a n a ly se s  o f  p ro v e rb s . B u t, 
s tu d ie d  w ith  c a r e ,  p ro v erb  c o n te n t as w e l l  a s  perfo rm ance can su g g e s t 
v a lu a b le  i n s ig h t s  and u s e fu l  co m p ara tiv e  d a ta  f o r  u se  w ith  o th e r  e th ­
n o g rap h ic  m a te r ia ls  in  th e  s tu d y  o f  c u l tu r e  and t r a d i t i o n .  Thus we 
p ro ce e d  t o  a  su rv ey  o f  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic a lly  documented honor and shame 
complex in  b o th  i t s  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  Arab m a n if e s ta t io n s  
b e fo re  m oving on to  th e  a n a ly s is  o f  A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  concerned  w ith  t h a t  
com plex.
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CHAPTER IV 
HONOR AND SHAME: 
CROSS-CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS
The M easure o f  th e  Man 
Honor as  a  m easure o f  p e r s o n a l  and f a m i l i a l  w orth  i s  a  p e rv a s iv e  
f i x t u r e  o f  M iddle E a s te r n ,  M e d ite rra n e a n , and some o th e r  s o c i e t i e s .  
H onor, shame, and t h e i r  a t te n d a n t  c o n c e p ts , such as t h a t  o f  machismo, 
a re  r e c u r r e n t  them es in  th e  f o lk lo r e  and w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  a  v a s t  
spectrum  o f  s o c i e t i e s  e x i s t in g  w ith in  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r a l  f ra m es , from 
C a th o lic  M ed ite rran e a n  S pain  t o  Muslim and m ountainous A fg h a n is ta n . In  
view  o f  th e  g r e a t  and w id e sp re a d  em phasis on th e  a c q u is i t io n  and p re ­
s e rv a t io n  o f  h o n o r, however i t  i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  e la b o r a te d  i n  a  s o c ie ty ,  
i t  i s  n o t s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  a  v a s t  body o f  s c h o la r ly  l i t e r a t u r e  has 
em erged, e n liv e n e d  by much d eb a te  and s p e c u la t io n  on th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  
honor/sham e complex in  g e n e r a l ,  and o f  i t s  m eaning as m a n ife s te d  in  
s p e c i f i c  s o c io c u l tu r a l  c o n te x ts .^ -
The c ru x  o f  th e  honor/sham e complex i s  th e  e v a lu a t io n  o f  a  s i t u ­
a t io n  which im p lie s  c h o ic e  w ith in  a  system  o f  v a lu e s  sh a re d  by two o r 
more a c to r s .  J .G . P e r i s t i a n y  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  i d e a l  ch o ice  e s ta b l i s h e s
" a  b a s is  f o r  e v a lu a t io n ,  com m unication, and p r e d i c t i o n ” and a  "common 
2
v a lu e  language" ; o th e r - th a n - id e a l  o p tio n s  a re  judged  by  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  
d is ta n c e  from  th e  i d e a l .  The a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  honor o r  shame to  a  s i t u ­
a t i o n ,  a c t io n ,  o r  p e r s o n , th a n ,  i s  a  form  o f  sym bolic com m unication,
111:
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o f te n  a tte n d e d  "by o th e r  com m unicative modes such as language (g o ss ip  
and v e r b a l  abuse o r  p r a i s e )  o r  a c t io n  (pun ishm en t, o s tr a c is m , r e t a l i a ­
t i o n ) .
Im m ediate c o n te x t ,  a lth o u g h  v i t a l ,  i s  n o t th e  on ly  v a r ia b le  which
m ust be c o n s id e re d  in  e v a lu a t in g  s o c ia l  a c t i o n ,  w h ether in  r e g a rd  to
hono r and shame o r  o th e r  c u l t u r a l  v a lu e s . P e r i s t i a n y  n o te s  t h a t  any
v a l i d  assessm en t o f  s o c ia l  b e h a v io r  must be made in  r e f e re n c e  to  th e
s o c i a l  d is ta n c e  betw een th e  a c to r s  and th e  c o n te n t o f  th e  a c t io n  i t ­
's
s e l f  ; o f  c o u rs e , th e  b ro a d e r  s o c io c u l tu r a l  m a tr ix  a ls o  p la y s  a  r o le  xn
re n d e r in g  a c t io n  m ean in g fu l. S o c ia l  p o s i t io n  c e r t a i n l y  a f f e c t s  b o th  a
p e r s o n ’s conduct and i t s  e v a lu a t io n  by th e  a c to r ,  th e  g ro u p , and th e  
a n a ly s t ,  a lth o u g h  hono r in  some m easure i s  an in d is p e n s ib le  in g re d ie n t  
o f  a c c e p ta b i l i t y  in  an honor-bound  s o c ie ty  r e g a r d le s s  o f  an i n d iv id u a l 's  
p o s i t i o n  o r  ach ievem en ts. The more honor a t t r i b u t e d  t o  an i n d iv id u a l ,  
th e  more he o r she approx im ates s o c i e t y 's  n o t io n  o f  human p e r f e c t io n .  
F u rth e rm o re , adds P e r i s t i a n y ,  th o se  s o c ie t i e s  w hich la y  g r e a t  s t r e s s  
on honor a re  v e ry  o f te n  perm eated  by r e l i g io u s  v a lu e s ;  th e  man o r  woman 
who approaches th e  honor i d e a l  te n d s  adso to  approach  th e  r e l i g io u s  
i d e a l ,  so  t h a t  an e v a lu a t io n  o f  v a lu e  judgm ents concerned  w ith  honor 
and shame " in v o lv e s  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  supreme tem p o ra l i d e a l s  o f  a  so ­
c ie ty  and t h e i r  embodiment in  th e  id e a l  ty p e  o f  m an."^ P e r i s t i a n y
opposes " tem p o ra l id e a l s "  to  " s a i n t l y  i d e a l s " ;  he w r i t e ,  • '"T em poral,1' 
t h a t  i s ,  i n  c o n tr a s t  t o  th e  i d e a l  o f  " s a i n t l i n e s s , "  w hich su rp a s s e s  
hono r i n  t h a t  " s a i n t l i n e s s  i s  above honor a n d . . . t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  above 
s a i n t l i n e s s . " ^  The co n cep ts  o f  s a in th o o d  and s a i n t l i n e s s  a re  beyond 
th e  scope o f  th e  p r e s e n t  d is c u s s io n ;  i t  i s  w orth  n o t in g , how ever, t h a t
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
116
r e l i g io n  does te n d  to  perm eate  many o f  th e  s o c i e t i e s  in  w hich honor and 
shame a re  a t  th e  p o le s  o f  a  m ajo r continuum  f o r  th e  e v a lu a tio n  o f  human 
h e h a v io r  and s t a t u s .  C e r ta in ly  t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  Arab s o c i e t i e s .
I f  hono r i s  r e q u i s i t e  t o  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f  an i d e a l ,  i t  i s  a ls o  
m ore. Honor i s  th e  b a s is  o f  a  s o c ia l  p e r s o n a l i t y  w hich r e f l e c t s  s o c ia l  
i d e a l s  and i s  u sed  as th e  s ta n d a rd  o f  w hat i s  c o n s id e re d  t o  be th e  r e ­
p r e s e n ta t iv e  and p ro p e r  p e r s o n a l i ty  ty p e  by  w hich in d iv id u a ls  in  a  
p a r t i c u l a r  s o c ie ty  e v a lu a te  one a n o th e r . As P e r i s t i a n y  e x p la in s ,
Honor i s  a t  th e  apex o f  th e  pyram id  o f  tem p o ra l s o c ia l  v a lu e s  and i t  
c o n d it io n s  t h e i r  h i e r a r c h i c a l  o rd e r .  C u tt in g  a c ro s s  a l l  o th e r  so ­
c i a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  i t  d iv id e s  s o c i a l  b e in g s  i n to  two fundam en ta l 
c a te g o r ie s ,  th o s e  endowed w ith  h o n o r and th o se  d e p riv e d  o f  i t .
I f  th e  r u le s  o f  hono r a re  obeyed , th e n  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t o  v i o l a t e  o th e r  
r u le s  o f  s o c ie ty  w hich , in  r e l a t i o n  t o  th o s e  o f  h o n o r, a re  h e ld  in  
l e s s e r  r e g a rd . In  f a c t ,  Jane  S c h n e id e r  a rg u e s , honor can l e g i t im a te  
v a r io u s  form s o f  l im i te d  a g g re s s io n , "m aking a c ts  o f  im p o s i t io n ,  en ­
croachm en t, and u s u rp a t io n  m o ra lly  v a l i d  in  th e  eyes o f  n e a r ly  e v e ry -
*7
one e x c ep t th e  v ic t im ."  Thus honor can in  some s i t u a t i o n s  o p e ra te  as 
a s u r ro g a te  f o r  p h y s ic a l  v io le n c e  in  th e  p u r s u i t  o f  economic i n t e r e s t s .  
O vert a g g re s s io n  can a ls o  b e  i n c i t e d  by th e  em phasis on honor in  con­
ju n c t io n  w ith  econom ics, as f o r  in s ta n c e  when r a id s  a re  i n s t i t u t e d  f o r
9
th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  b o th  m a te r ia l  goods and honor o r  when p h y s ic a l  
a s s a u l t s  and even hom ocides a re  com m itted a s  a c ts  o f  revenge  t o  r e g a in
v 10hono r.
S o c ie ty  re n d e rs  judgm ent on a  p e r s o n ’s r e l a t i v e  s ta n d in g  on a 
continuum  e x te n d in g  from  th e  i d e a l  o f  hono r t o  i t s  a n t i t h e s i s ,  shame.
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A p e rso n  o f  honor i s  one who i s  v i r tu o u s  an d , p e rh ap s  more im p o r ta n t ly , 
who en jo y s  a  good r e p u ta t io n .  Honor a ls o  p ro v id e s  th e  s o c i a l l y - d e t e r ­
m ined s c a le  upon w hich a  p e rso n  w eighs h i s  o r  h e r  own v a lu e ;  s o c ie ty  
b o th  shapes and v a l id a te s  th e  i n d iv i d u a l ’s s e l f - e s t im a t i o n ,  o r  what 
J u l i a n  P i t t - R iv e r s  l a b le s  th e  "c la im  t o  p r i d e . I n  t h i s  way honor
p ro v id e s  th e  nexus betw een th e  i d e a l s  o f  a  s o c ie ty  and t h e i r  re p ro ­
d u c tio n  in  th e  i n d iv id u a l  th ro u g h  h i s  a s p i r a t i o n  t o  p e r s o n i fy  them .
As su c h , i t  im p lie s  n o t m ere ly  an h a b i tu a l  p r e f e re n c e  f o r  a  g iv en  
mode o f  c o n d u c t, b u t  th e  e n t i t le m e n t  t o  a  c e r t a i n  t r e a tm e n t  in  r e ­
tu r n .  The r i g h t  t o  p r id e  i s  th e  r i g h t  t o  s t a t u s  ( in  th e  p o p u la r  as 
w e ll  as th e  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  sense  o f  th e  w o rd ), and s t a t u s  i s  e s ­
ta b lish e d ^  th ro u g h  th e  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  a  c e r t a i n  i d e n t i t y .1 2
A p o in t  o f  h o n o r , th e n ,  i s  th e  " b a s is  o f  th e  m oral code o f  an in d iv id u a l
who se e s  h im s e lf  alw ays th ro u g h  th e  eyes o f  o th e r s ,  who h as  need  o f
o th e r s  f o r  h i s  e x is t e n c e ,  because  th e  image he has o f  h im s e lf  i s  i n d i -
13s t ig u is h a b le  from t h a t  p re s e n te d  t o  him  by o th e r  p e o p le ."  By e x te n ­
s io n ,  a  p e r s o n ’ s a c t io n s  in  honor-bound  s o c i e t i e s  a re  in  many cases  
a f f e c te d  more by th e  e x te r n a l  p r e s s u re s  o f  s o c i a l  o p in io n  th a n  by  in ­
d iv id u a l  p e rc e p tio n s  o f  m oral r i g h t ,  a lth o u g h  th e  two may become, 
th ro u g h  e n c u l tu r a t io n ,  v i r t u a l l y  in s e p a r a b le .  Thus th e  need  f o r  an 
h o n o rab le  image s e rv e s  b o th  as a  d e v ice  f o r  s o c ia l  c o n tr o l  and a sh ap er 
o f  s e l f - c o n c e p t .
S o c ie ty  n o t on ly  a d ju d ic a te s  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  a  p e r s o n ’s h o n o r, 
b u t f r e q u e n t ly  d e te rm in es  th e  deg ree  o f  shame and n e c e s s a ry  re d re s s  
r e q u i r e d  in  th e  ca se  o f  a  v io la t i o n  o f  th e  h o n o r code. In d ee d , j u s t  as 
p u b lic  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  honor i s  v i t a l  to  h av in g  h o n o r , p u b l ic  knowledge 
i s  o f te n  a  n e c e s s a ry  e lem en t o f  i n s u l t ,  f o r ,  a lth o u g h  a  p e rso n  may f e e l  
d ish o n o re d  in  th e  case  o f  a  p r iv a te  a f f r o n t ,  P i t t - R iv e r s  rem arks t h a t
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in  th e  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  on honor
th e r e  i s  no d isag reem en t t h a t  th e  e x te n t  o f  th e  damage t o  r e p u ta t io n  
r e l a t e s  t o  th e  range  o f  p u b l ic  o p in io n  w ith in  w hich th e  damage i s  
b r o a d c a s t . . . .P u b l ic  o p in io n  form s th e r e f o r e  a  t r i b u n a l  b e fo re  w hich 
th e  c la im s to  honour a re  b ro u g h t, " th e  c o u rt  o f  r e p u ta t io n "  as i t  has 
been c a l l e d ,  and a g a in s t  i t s  judgm ents th e r e  i s  no r e d r e s s .  For t h i s  
rea so n  i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  p u b l ic  r i d i c u l e  k i l l s . ^
In  some c a se s  th e  p r e s s u re s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p u b l ic  aw areness o f  a  b rea c h  
o f  honor may p re c lu d e  fo rg iv e n e s s  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  wronged p a r ty ;  
t h a t  w hich i s  b o rn e  p r iv a t e l y  may be  pa rdoned , b u t  th e  p u b lic  a f f r o n t  
must be avenged.
Honor and shame sh o u ld  n o t ,  how ever, be th o u g h t o f  m erely  as 
e s t im a tio n s  o f  a p p ro v a l and d is a p p ro v a l.  They a ls o  d is p la y  a  g e n e ra l  
s t r u c tu r e  e x e m p lif ie d  in  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and t r a d i t i o n a l  e v a lu a tio n s  
o f  s p e c i f i c  c u l tu r e s .  P i t t - R iv e r s  has  compared honor to  m agic , sa y in g  
t h a t  i t s  p r in c ip le s  "ap p ea r ev ery w h ere ,"  a lth o u g h  " th e y  a re  c lo th e d  in  
co n cep tio n s  w hich a re  n o t e x a c t ly  e q u iv a le n t  from one p la c e  to  ano­
t h e r .  I f  by t h i s  he means t h a t  b a s ic  p r in c ip le s  ap p ear w herever th e  
honor/sham e complex i s  an im p o rta n t s o c i a l  c o n s tr u c t ,  th e n  h i s  p o in t  i s  
v a l id .  However, i t  m ust be remembered t h a t  honor and shame a re  n o t 
■ universally  im p o rta n t in  w o rld  c u l tu r e s .  F u rth e rm o re , c o n tin u e s  P i t t -  
R iv e rs ,  hono r and m agic a re  b o th  s e l f - v a l id a t in g  on th e  b a s i s  o f  f a c t s  
to  w hich th e y  app ly  t h e i r  own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , and th u s  th e y  become en­
meshed in  th e  c o n f l i c t s  o f  g e n e ra l  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  m a n ife s te d  in  con- 
t r a d i c t i o n s .  Such c o n t r a d ic t io n s ,  how ever, even when p e rc e iv e d  by 
members o f  a  s o c ie ty ,  a re  u s u a l ly  m inim ized o r  ig n o re d  a l to g e th e r ,  and 
th u s  p la y  l i t t l e  o r  no r o le  in  th e  s o c ia l  a p p lic a t io n s  o f  id e a l  judg ­
m ents .
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 1 9
P i t t - R iv e r s  im p lie s  t h a t  honor i s  a u n iv e r s a l  a s p e c t  o f  human 
c u l tu r e s .  C e r ta in ly  p e o p le  everyw here make judgm ents and e s t a b l i s h  
s ta n d a rd s  by  w hich in d iv id u a l  w orth  i s  e v a lu a te d . P e r i s t i a n y  rem inds 
u s ,  how ever, t h a t  h o n o r and shame a re  f a r  more p e rv a s iv e  i n  s m a ll, i n ­
s u la r  s o c ie t i e s  w here p e r s o n a l ,  f a c e - to - f a c e ,  r a th e r  th a n  anonymous, 
r e l a t i o n s  a re  o f  p rim a ry  im portance  and where th e  a c t o r 's  s o c ia l  p e r ­
s o n a l i ty  i s  a s  c r u c i a l  as h i s  o f f i c e .  S pheres o f  a c t io n  w ith in  such 
s o c i e t i e s  a re  w e l l - d e f in e d ,  n o n -o v e rlap p in g  and n o n -c o m p e ti tiv e ;  th e y  
e x i s t  w ith in  th e  m inim al co h e siv e  g roup , be i t  sm a ll o r  l a r g e  fa m ily
o r  c la n . O u tside  such groups th e  a c t io n  sp h e re s  a re  much more n e b u lo u s ,
17n o n -e x c lu s iv e  and c o m p e ti t iv e . But in  b o th  c o n te x ts  th e  honor/sham e 
r ankin g , w here i t  e x i s t s ,  i s  in s e c u re  and u n s ta b le .  H onor, even when 
in h e r i t e d  w ith  th e  f am ily  name, i s  e v e r  on th e  l i n e ,  in  need  o f  a s s e r ­
t i o n ,  v in d ic a t io n ,  p r o te c t io n  i n  th e  fa c e  o f  th e  om nipotence o f  p u b lic  
o p in io n . Thus, as P e r i s t i a n y  h as  a rg u ed , f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l  who i s  
i d e n t i f i e d  by m em bership i n  a  s o c ia l  g roup , th e  honor o f  th e  p e rso n  and
th e  honor o f  th e  group a re  r e c ip r o c a l ,  so  t h a t  "any a s p e r s io n  on h i s
18honour i s  an a s p e r s io n  on th e  honour o f  h i s  group" and v ic e  v e r s a .  
Because th e  l in k  betw een th e  i n d iv i d u a l 's  and th e  g ro u p 's  hono rs i s  so 
b a s ic  to  th e  sy stem , th e  in d iv id u a l
i s  fo rc e a b ly  c a s t  in  th e  r o le  o f  h i s  g ro u p 's  p r o ta g o n i s t .  'When th e  
in d iv id u a l  em erges w ith  a  f u l l  s o c ia l  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  h i s  own, h i s  
honour i s  in  h i s  s o le  k e e p in g . I n  t h i s  in s e c u r e ,  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  
w o rld , w here n o th in g  i s  a c c e p te d  on c r e d i t ,  th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  con - ■ 
s t a n t ly  fo rc e d  t o  p rove  and a s s e r t  h im s e lf .  W hether as th e  p ro ­
t a g o n i s t  o f  h i s  group o r  as a  s e l f - s e e k in g  i n d iv i d u a l i s t ,  he i s  
c o n s ta n t ly  "on show ." He i s  fo re v e r  c o u r t in g  th e  p u b l ic  o p in io n  o f  
h i s  " e q u a ls "  so  t h a t  th e y  may pronounce him  w o r th y .19
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The i n d iv i d u a l 's  p e e r s  "pronounce him w orthy" — o r  unw orthy — 
in  an honor-bound  s o c ie ty  i n  te rm s o f  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f  th e  norm, th e  s t a ­
tu s  guo , o f  th e  ex p e c te d  b e h a v io r  p a t t e r n s  w hich vouch f o r  p e rs o n a l  
w o rth . I n  th e  same v e in ,  d e p a r tu re  from  th e  norm c a s t s  th e  a c to r  in  a 
s u s p e c t ,  n e g a tiv e  l i g h t .
B ourd ieu  p o in ts  o u t t h a t  th e  p r e s s u r e s  o f  group o b s e rv a tio n  in  
sm a ll s o c ie t i e s  i s  p e r p e tu a l ;
Penned in s id e  t h i s  e n c lo s e d  m icrocosm  in  w hich everybody knows 
ev erybody , condemned w ith o u t  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  escape  o r  r e l i e f  to  
l i v e  w ith  o th e r s ,  b e n e a th  th e  gaze o f  o th e r s ,  ev e ry  in d iv id u a l  ex­
p e r ie n c e s  deep a n x ie ty  ab o u t " p e o p le 's  w o r d s " . . . . 2 0
The in d iv id u a l  i s  h a u n te d  by  concern  w ith  w hat o th e r s  a re  do ing  and
what th e y  a r e  s a y in g  abou t w hat he o r  she  i s  do ing . Thus " t r a n s a c t io n s  
22 .o f  h o n o r ,"  as P i t t - R iv e r s  c a l l s  b e h a v io rs  s ig n i f i c a n t  to  th e  h o n o r/ 
shame continuum , r e c o n c i le  s o c ia l  i d e a l s  w ith  t h e i r  m a n if e s ta t io n s  in  
i n d iv id u a l  a c t io n .
P i t t - R iv e r s  a ls o  rem inds us t h a t  i t  sh o u ld  n o t be assumed t h a t  
s o c i a l  judgm ents b a sed  on h o n o r a re  u n ifo rm ly  d isp la y e d  e i t h e r  i n t e r -  
o r  i n t r a c u l t u r a l l y .  A v a lu e  system  i s  n o t a  n e a t ly  c o n s is te n t  compo­
s i t e  o f  a b s t r a c t  p r in c ip le s  w hich a l l  members o f  a s o c ie ty  u n ifo rm ly
obey. R a th e r  i t  i s  a  m elange o f  r e l a t e d  b u t d i f f e r e n t i a l l y  a p p lie d  
22c o n c e p ts . I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and a p p l i c a t io n  o f  th e  r u le s  may v a ry  d ra s ­
t i c a l l y  from  one s i t u a t i o n  t o  th e  n e x t  acco rd in g  to  such f a c to r s  as th e  
deg ree  o f  p u b lic  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  know ledge in  each c a s e , th e  s t a tu s  
g ro u p (s )  in v o lv e d  (d e f in e d  by  ag e , g e n d e r , c l a s s ,  o c c u p a tio n , e t c . ) ,  
and th e  im m ediate s o c ia l  c o n te x t .  D isc re p a n c ie s  in  hono r system s can
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be r e s o lv e d  on ly  in  in d iv id u a l  c o n te x ts ,  f o r
L ike t r o p i c a l  f i s h  whose r a d i a n t  c o lo u rs  fad e  once th e y  a re  ta k e n  
from  th e  w a te r ,  th e  co n cep ts  w hich  compose such a  system  r e t a i n  t h e i r  
e x a c t  s ig n i f ic a n c e  on ly  w ith in  th e  env ironm ent o f  th e  s o c ie ty  w hich 
n u r tu r e d  them and which r e s o lv e s ,  th a n k s  t o  i t s  i n t e r n a l  s t r u c tu r i n g ,  
t h e i r  c o n f l i c t s  w ith  each  o t h e r .23
A s o c ie ty  may e l e c t ,  o f  c o u rs e , t o  ig n o re  r a t h e r  th a n  r e s o lv e  some o r  
a l l  o f  th e  in c o n s i s te n c ie s  in  i t s  sy stem . F a i lu r e  (o r  r e f u s a l )  to  ac­
know ledge d i s p a r i t i e s  may in  f a c t  be  th e  s o lu t io n  t o  th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
problem s th e y  p o se .
In  a l l  t h a t  h a s  been  s a id  h e r e ,  and in  much o f  w hat h as  been  
w r i t t e n  b e f o r e ,  a  c l e a r  and s u b s ta n t iv e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  "honor" i s  la c k ­
in g . I n  l i g h t  o f  th e  e x te n s iv e  v a r i a t i o n s  in  th e  e lem en ts  o f  h o n o r in  
in d iv id u a l  s o c i e t i e s ,  a  p r e c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  e lu s iv e .  N e v e r th e le s s , 
c e r t a i n  common e lem en ts can be e x tr a p o la te d  from  th e  l i t e r a t u r e .
Honor i s ,  a p p a re n tly ,  i n  th o s e  s o c i e t i e s  where i t  h o ld s  sway, 
p e rc e iv e d  as a  t a n g ib le  p o s s e s s io n , a  p ie  t o  be e a te n  w hole r a t h e r  th a n  
in  p ie c e s .  L ike b e in g  p re g n a n t ,  one e i t h e r  i s  o r  i s  n o t  h o n o ra b le . 
F u r th e rm o re , j u s t  a s  th e  components o f  h o no r a re  e la b o ra te d  in  s p e c i f i c  
s o c io c u l tu r a l  c o n te x ts ,  so  to o  an i n d iv i d u a l ’ s honor i s  a  l o c a l  con­
c e rn ; th u s  J .  D avis h a s  n o te d  t h a t  honor
canno t be m easured  o r  a s s e s s e d , e x c e p t v e ry  ro u g h ly , by an o u ts id e  
o b s e rv e r . Nor can u n a tta c h e d  o u ts id e r s  b e  a s se s s e d  r e a d i ly ,  f o r  
t h a t  im p lie s  a  m oral r e l a t i o n s h ip .  B u re a u c ra tic  ran k  and c la s s  
p o s i t i o n  a re  t r a n s f e r a b le  from  one community to  p io th e r ,  b u t  f o r  a  
man t o  have honor he m ust l i v e  on h i s  own la n d .^ ^
Hence th e  g r e a t e r  p re o c c u p a tio n  o f  p e o p le  in  sm a ll th a n  in  l a r g e  com­
m u n it ie s  w ith  h o n o r. In  th e  anonymous c ru sh  o f  th e  u rban  crowd th e
R eproduced  with perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
122
t r a n s c ie n c e  o f  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  and m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  groups w ith in  w hich a 
p e rso n  fu n c t io n s  and among which he o r  she moves red u ce  o r  e l im ia te  a l ­
to g e th e r  th e  im portance  o f  in d iv id u a l  o r  fam ily  h o n o r. But in  th e  p e r­
s o n a l iz e d  and e v e r-w a tc h fu l  sm a ll community, w h e th er v i l l a g e ,  c la n ,  or 
u rb an  q u a r t e r ,  in  w hich a l l  group members a re  m u tu a lly  known, b e h a v io r  
i s  u n d er c o n tin u o u s  s u r v e i l l a n c e  and h o n o r, w here th e  concep t e x i s t s  a t
a l l ,  i s  p e rv a s iv e .  P o s i t io n s  w ith in  a  community im ply a s s e r t io n s  o f
25p a r t i c u l a r  m oral w orth  and e v a lu a tio n  by o th e r s ,  u s u a l ly  n e ig h b o rs . 
B ourd ieu  su p p o rts  D a v is ’ s n o t io n ,  w r i t i n g  t h a t  where a l l  members o f  th e  
group a re  known t o  one a n o th e r , " th e  c o n tr o l  o f  p u b l ic  o p in io n  i s  ex e r­
c is e d  a t  every  moment, and community f e e l in g  i s  e x p e rie n c e d  w ith  th e
26h ig h e s t  p o s s ib le  i n t e n s i t y . "
Honor and Women
A la r g e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  on honor d e a ls  w ith  t h a t  
p a r t  o f  a  m an 's honor w hich i s  in v e s te d  in  th e  women o f  h i s  g ro u p , a l ­
though th e  c o n f ig u ra t io n  o f  th e  s o c i a l  t i e s  in v o lv in g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  
woman in  a  m an 's honor v a r ie s  from one c u l tu r e  to  a n o th e r . Meeker ob­
s e rv e s  t h a t  among B lack Sea T u rks, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  m arria g e  t r a n s f e r s  
b o th  th e  c o n tr o l  o f  a  woman’s b e h a v io r  and th e  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  h e r
27m isb e h a v io r , in  te rm s o f  lo s s  o f  h o n o r, from h e r  f a th e r  to  h e r  husband.
In  c o n t r a s t ,  an Arab woman rem ains f o re v e r  a  member o f  h e r  p a te r n a l  
l in e a g e ,  and h e r  m ale p a te r n a l  k in  rem ain  v u ln e ra b le  t o  h e r  a c t io n s  and 
r e p u ta t io n .  Thus w h ile  h e r  husband assumes r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  con­
t r o l l i n g  th e  woman and k ee p in g  h e r  from  b ehav ing  d ish o n o ra b ly , h e r  
p a te r n a l  m ale r e l a t i v e s  r e t a i n  t h e i r  l i a b i l i t y  f o r  p u n ish in g  h e r  shou ld
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th e  c o n tro ls  f a i l .  Hence th e  i d e a l i z a t i o n  in  Arab c u l tu r e  o f  m arria g e s  
betw een a g n a tic  k i n ,  s in c e  such a l l i a n c e s  in v e s t  th e  h u sb an d ’ s own ho­
n o r more d i r e c t l y  in  h i s  w i f e 's  b e h a v io r  th a n  i f  she w ere n o t a  member 
o f  h i s  p a t r i l i n y .
In  any c a se , a  woman's c o n tr o l  o f  h e r  m ale r e l a t i v e s '  honor h in ­
ges p r im a r i ly ,  a lth o u g h  n o t e x c lu s iv e ly ,  on h e r  s e x u a l i ty .  There i s  in  
honor-bound  s o c ie t i e s  a  p ro fo u n d  concern  w ith  th e  p u r i t y  o f  women as 
e x e m p lif ie d  in  th e  em phasis on p r e m a r i ta l  v i r g i n i t y  and m a r i ta l  f id e ­
l i t y .  C o n c u rre n tly , m ale v i r i l i t y  and prow ess i n  s e x u a l m a t te r s  a re  
v i t a l ,  and th e  in h e re n t  c o n f l i c t  in  th e s e  p o la r  emphases h a s  r e s u l t e d  
in  v a ry in g  means o f  m in im iz ing  th e  p o t e n t i a l  v i o la t i o n s  o f  s o c ia l  i d e a l s .  
V e il in g  and s e c lu s io n  o f  women i n  d i f f e r i n g  d eg rees  a re  t y p i c a l  b a r ­
r i e r s  e r e c te d  to  p re v e n t such  t r a n s g r e s s io n s , and r e t r i b u t io n s  o f  v a r i ­
a b le  s e v e r i ty  a re  s ta n d a rd  f a r e  where th e  b a r r i e r s  b re a k  down.
As sh o u ld  be e x p e c te d  when d e a lin g  w ith  such  an em otion­
a l l y  charged  a re a  as s e x u a l i ty ,  many e x p la n a tio n s  have emerged in  r e ­
g a rd  to  th e  l in k s  betw een h o n o r, shame and se x ; th o se  w hich d e a l  w ith  
th e  s i t u a t i o n  in  Arab s o c i t i e s  a re  d is c u s s e d  in  th e  n e x t c h a p te r .  Scho­
l a r s  and p h ilo s o p h e rs  o f  v a r io u s  i l k  have p o s i te d  many p o in ts  o f  v iew , 
b u t  D avis su g g e s ts  w hat m ight be  an im p o rta n t i f  s u b t l e  economic c u r­
r e n t  ru n n in g  th ro u g h  t h i s  v a s t  i n t e r c u l t u r a l  r i v e r  w hich on th e  s u rfa c e  
i s  concerned  w ith  sex  as a  m oral i s s u e .  He w r i te  t h a t
honor i s  n o t p r im a r i ly  t o  do w ith  s e x u a l i n te r c o u r s e ,  w ith  co p u la ­
t i o n ,  b u t  w ith  th e  perfo rm ance o f  s e x u a l r o le s :  t o  be good o f  you r 
k in d  i s  t o  have honour and t h a t  may in c lu d e  th e  a b i l i t y  t o  p r o te c t  
women from th e  s e x u a l advances o f  o th e r  men and t o  a t t a c k  o th e r  men 
th ro u g h  t h e i r  women; b u t  in  r e a l i t y  s e x u a l r o le s  a re  c h ie f ly  econo­
mic and d o m e s tic .28
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Thus th e  honor o f  s e x u a l i ty ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  h o s p i t a l i t y ,  f ig h t in g  co u rag e , 
and so  f o r t h ,  may be  i n  p a r t  a  m a t te r  o f  p ro p e r  r o le  f u l f i l lm e n t  in  th e  
i n t e r e s t  o f  economic and s o c i a l  s t a b i l i t y  and s e c u r i ty .  Evelyn K e s s le r  
s u g g e s ts  t h a t  "When women become v a lu e d  f o r  t h e i r  re p ro d u c tiv e  c a p a c i­
t i e s  r a t h e r  th a n  f o r  t h e i r  economic p ro d u c tio n  th e  s o c ie ty  te n d s  t o  b e ­
come more s t r i n g e n t ly  d iv id e d  a lo n g  s e x u a lly  d e f in e d  l i n e s ,  and women
29a re  more c lo s e ly  c o n fin e d  t o  th e  p r iv a t e  s p h e re ."  B ecause h e r  sexu­
a l i t y  i s  v a lu e d , i t  m ust a ls o  be  "g u ard e d "; h e r  b e h a v io r  and appearance  
in  p u b l ic  become v i t a l ,  "and  any d re s s  o r  a c t io n  w hich m ight a t t r a c t  
th e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  o th e r  p e o p le  and th u s  th r e a te n  th e  h u sb an d ’s se x u a l
OQ
e x c lu s iv i ty  i s  s e v e re ly  p u n is h e d ."  N a tu ra l ly ,  t h e r e  a re  i n t e r -  and 
i n t r a - s o c i e t a l  v a r i a t io n s  as t o  w hat i s  deemed " p ro p e r ,"  " th r e a te n in g ,"  
and so f o r t h .  In  a d d i t io n ,  n o t on ly  m a rr ie d  b u t  a ls o  u nm arried  women 
a re  a f f e c te d  by  b e h a v io r a l  and d re s s  r e s t r i c t i o n s .  T his does n o t ne­
g a te  K e s s le r ’s argum en t, s in c e  th e  pu rpose  o f  p r e m a r i ta l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  
i s  t o  p re s e rv e  th e  g i r l ’s v i r g i n i t y  and th u s  th e  f a m i ly 's  h o n o r, th e  
g i r l ' s  economic v a lu e  w here b r id e w e a lth  o r  b r id e p r ic e  a re  i s s u e s ,  and 
h e r  f u tu r e  h u sband ’ s e x c lu s iv e  r i g h t  o f  s e x u a l a c c e s s . So im p o rta n t 
a re  th e s e  f a c to r s  t h a t  hymen r e s t o r a t i o n  i s  r e p o r te d  t o  occu r in  th e  
M iddle E a s t (and p ro b a b ly  o th e r  a r e a s ) ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th o se  p la c e s  
where many o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b a r r i e r s  t o  n o n m a r ita l  s e x , such as r e ­
s t r i c t e d  movement o u ts id e  th e  home, have been m o d if ie d  b u t where v i r ­
g i n i t y  rem ains e s s e n t i a l  e v id en ce  o f  "w orth" upon a woman's f i r s t  
31m a rr ia g e . Widows and d iv o rc e e s  a re  s im i la r ly  s u b je c t  t o  r e s t r i c ­
t io n s  on b e h a v io r  and d r e s s ,  making i t  c le a r  t h a t  v i r g i n i t y  i s  n o t th e  
i s s u e  so  much u s  l e g i t im a te  ( i . e .  m a r i ta l )  s e x u a l b e h a v io r  by women to
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en su re  t h e i r  re p ro d u c tiv e  v a lu e  in  s o c ie ty .
S exual v i o la t i o n  o f  a  woman i s  in  f a c t  w id e ly  re g a rd e d  as t r e s ­
p ass  a g a in s t  a  man’s p r o p e r ty  in  hono r bound s o c i e t i e s .  Even in  th e  
ex trem e case  o f  fo rc e a b le  r a p e ,  s o c i e t y 's  concern  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  n o t w ith  
th e  woman's p h y s ic a l  and em o tio n a l wounds from th e  a t t a c k  b u t  r a t h e r  
w ith  th e  v io la t i o n  o f  someone e l s e 's  p ro p e r ty  and r i g h t s :  th e  h o n o r, 
and in  some s o c ie t i e s  p o t e n t i a l  b r id e p r ic e  o r  b r id e w e a lth  o f  th e  woman's 
n a t a l  fa m ily , a n d /o r  th e  hono r and e x c lu s iv e  se x u a l a c ce ss  o f  th e  hu s­
band . Only t h i s  e x c lu s iv i ty  o f  s e x u a l a ccess  can g u a re n te e  a  man b io ­
l o g i c a l  p a te r n i t y  o f  th e  c h i ld re n  in  h is  h o u se h o ld , and t h i s  s u re ty  
ta k e s  on s p e c ia l  im portance  in  s o c ie t i e s  w here in h e r i ta n c e  i s  p a t r i ­
l i n e a l .  As a  r e s u l t ,  a  rap e  v ic t im  may s u f f e r  n o t o n ly  as th e  t a r g e t  
o f  a  v e ry  p e rs o n a l  p h y s ic a l  a s s a u l t ,  b u t su b se q u e n tly  as th e  in s tru m e n t 
by w hich h e r  k in  have been  d ish o n o re d . In d e e d , in  many s o c ie t i e s  th e  
la c k  o f  v o l i t i o n  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  woman i s  m inim ized o r  ig n o re d , th e  
consequences o f  th e  rap e  in  te rm s o f  fam ily  honor h av in g  f a r  g r e a t e r  
im port s o c i a l l y .  Not o n ly  lias th e  r a p i s t  com m itted an a t ta c k  on th e  
honor o f  th e  woman's fa m ily , b u t  th e  woman h e r s e l f  has  in  a  se n se  v io ­
l a t e d  t h a t  honor w ith  a  s o r t  o f  a g g re s s io n  th ro u g h  v u l n e r a b i l i t y .  Thus 
h e r  o f fe n s e  i s  p u n ish ed  as w e ll  as t h a t  o f  th e  r a p i s t ,  a  case  p a r  e x ­
c e l le n c e  o f  b lam ing  th e  v ic t im .
S exual a f f r o n t  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e , b u t one mode o f  p h y s ic a l  b e h a v io r  
by means o f  w hich a  p e r s o n 's  honor may be a s s a u l te d .  Any p h y s ic a l  a f ­
f r o n t  by i t s  v e ry  n a tu re  su g g e s ts  an a s s a u l t  on honor as i t  in tr u d e s
32upon th e  " id e a l  sp h e re "  su rro u n d in g  th e  i n d iv i d u a l 's  h o n o r. D is­
h o n o rab le  in te n t io n s  p e rc e iv e d  by th e  v ic t im , even w ith o u t s p e c i f ic
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a c t io n ,  may a t  tim es  be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  b r in g  about a  t h r e a t  o f  shame be­
c a u se , as P i t t - R iv e r s  rem ark s, " th e  e sse n c e  o f  an a f f r o n t  i s  t h a t  ano­
t h e r  sh o u ld  d a re  t o  a f f r o n t  one. T h e re fo re , when a p o lo g ie s  a re  o f ­
f e r e d  th e y  n o rm a lly  ta k e  th e  form  o f  a  d e n ia l  o f  th e  i n te n t io n  t o  cause 
o f f e n s e ."  Such d e n ia l  i s  n o t  alw ays enough to  e r a d ic a te  shame, how­
e v e r ,  and honor f re q u e n tly  canno t b e  r e s to r e d  w ith o u t revenge o r  re p a ­
r a t i o n  in  some form .
In  Arab-M uslim  c u l tu r e ,  hono r i s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  m easure o f  th e  
man. Many o f  th e  id e a l s  o f  h o n o rab le  b e h a v io r  a re  u l t im a te ly  t i e d  to  
such an id e a l  among th e  p r e - I s la m ic  B edou ins, a lth o u g h  th e y  a re  a ls o  
s im i la r  t o  m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  th e  honor code in  o th e r  a re a s  o f  th e  
g lo b e . As we s h a l l  s e e ,  th e  fun d am en ta ls  o f  th e  honor/sham e continuum  
as p ro p o sed  in  t h i s  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  summary h o ld  t r u e  f o r  th e  Arab 
W orld.
Honor in  Arab C u l tu r e '
Honor in  Arab c u l tu r e  i s  an i d e a l  b a sed  on a  m u ltitu d e  o f  con­
s id e r a t i o n s  ra n g in g  from g e n e ra l  e t h i c a l  p r in c ip le s  r e g a rd in g  in d iv id u a l  
b e h a v io r  to  r i g i d  r u le s  o f  conduct a f f e c t i n g  a l l  members o f  k in s h ip  
g ro u p s . A number o f  l i n g u i s t i c  te rm s a re  u sed  to  s ig n i f y  h o n o r, and 
s u b t le  v a r i a t io n s  in  meaning and c o n n o ta tio n  in h e re  in  them . The most
im p o rta n t te rm s to  u n d e rs ta n d , how ever, a re  s h a r a f  and i r d  and t h e i r
c c —n e g a tiv e  c o u n te r p a r ts ,  ayb  and a r .  S h a r a f  d e s ig n a te s  a  g e n e ra l  ty p e  
o f  hono r p e r t a in in g  to  in d iv id u a ls  and g ro u p s; in  p r a c t i c e ,  p e rs o n a l  
and group s h a r a f  a re  in s e p a ra b le  as one in v a r ia b ly  a f f e c t s  th e  o th e r .  
S im i la r ly ,  cayb  in d ic a te s  a  g e n e ra l  ty p e  o f  shame r e s u l t i n g  from any
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number o f  p o s s ib le  b re a c h e s  o f  a c c e p ta b le  (h o n o ra b le )  b e h a v io r . CJ r d ,  
on th e  o th e r  h an d , a lth o u g h  som etim es u sed  in  th e  sen se  o f  g e n e ra l  ho­
n o r , more o f te n  s i g n i f i e s  a  s p e c ia l  c la s s  o f  honor embodied in  and con­
t r o l l e d  by a  man’s fem ale r e l a t i v e s ,  o r  more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e i r  se x u a l 
conduct and s t a t u s .  ° 5 r  i s  d ish o n o r  r e s u l t i n g  p r im a r i ly  from se x u a l 
m isb e h a v io r , t h a t  i s ,  la c k  o f  c h a s t i t y ,  by women. That b o th  v a r i e t i e s  
o f  hono r a re  h ig h ly  v a lu e d  by th e  c u l tu r e  i s  d e ta i l e d  in  b o th  e th n o ­
g ra p h ic  l i t e r a t u r e  and in  f o lk lo r e .
A Man o f  Honor
A man o f  h o n o r, t h a t  i s ,  who has  s h a r a f , say s Abou-Zeid in  sp e ­
c i f i c  re fe re n c e  to  E g y p tian  B edou ins, i s  one who i s  h o n e s t in  p e rs o n a l  
d e a lin g s  and c o n ta c ts ,  keeps p rom ises  and i s  t r u e  to  h i s  w ord, r e v o l t s  
a g a in s t  i n j u s t i c e s  and " d e c l in e s  t o  comply w ith  any form o f  o p p re s s io n ,"
i s  e v e r  ready  t o  defend  h i s  own i n t e r e s t s  and th o se  o f  h i s  k i t h  and 
3I4.
k in ,  and i s  generous and h o s p i t a b le .  Beyond th e  perfo rm ance o f  such
d e e d s , t h a  man w ith  s h a r a f  i s  th e  one who, " th e  community— b e l ie v e s ,
35has perfo rm ed  such  a c ts  and b e l ie v e s  in  th e  g lo ry  o f  th e s e  a c t s . "
Shame i s  a s c r ib e d  t o  " th o se  who f a i l  t o  o bserve  th e  r u le s  o f  good man­
n e rs  in  g e n e ra l:  th e  t r e a c h e r o u s ,  th e  s p i t e f u l  and th e  u n f a i th f u l  to  
b o th  t h e i r  spouses and t h e i r  f r i e n d s . "  A d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  rec o g n ize d  
betw een i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  and communal c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  honor and shame 
and h as  f a r - r e a c h in g  e f f e c t s  even though  an in d iv i d u a l ’ s b e h a v io r  a f ­
f e c t s  th e  p r e s t ig e  o f  h is  o r  h e r  k in -g ro u p  and th e  in d iv id u a l  in  tu r n
37a c q u ire s  much o f  h i s  o r  h e r  s o c ia l  s ta n d in g  from  k in s h ip .
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K inship i s  d e fin ed  in  terms o f  fa m ily , c la n , or t r ib a l  a f f i l i a ­
t io n .  I t  i s  th e  most im portant component o f  Middle E astern  s o c ia l  or­
g a n iz a tio n . The average Middle E astern er i s ,  accord ing to  John G ulick, 
educated for  s o c ia l  in te g r a t io n  and fam ily  ob ed ien ce, not independence; 
by th e  same to k en , Abou-Zeid p o in ts  out th a t k in sh ip  groups provide  
mutual p r o te c t io n  in  th e  event o f  f in a n c ia l ,  m ed ica l, or s o c ia l  c r i s i s ,  
and o b lig a t io n s  t o  th e  group are o fte n  so  k een ly  f e l t  th a t  " these group
fu n ctio n s can remain im portant d e sp ite  th e  presence o f  c o n f l ic t in g  p er-
38son a l f e e l in g s  among th e  kinsmen in v o lv ed ."
Although c e r ta in ly  th ere  are v a r ia t io n s  among Arabs regard ing  
the s iz e  and e x ten t o f  th e  k in sh ip  groups in  which th ey  are in v o lv ed , 
th ere  appear to  be no con stan t or p r e d ic ta b le  d if fe r e n c e s  between ur­
ban and ru ra l peop le  in  t h i s  regard . Gulick a s s e r ts  t h a t ,  in  s p ite  o f  
the s te r e o ty p ic a l  continuum which p la c e s  th e  nomads w ith  t h e ir  la r g e , 
corporate t r ib e s  a t one end and u rb an ites w ith  only  t h e ir  n u clear  fami­
l i e s  a t th e  o th e r , th e re  i s  no s u b s ta n t ia l  ev id en ce to  support t h is  
image. N e v e r th e le ss , i t  appears th a t  a l l  o f  the above-m entioned k in ­
sh ip  o r g a n iza tio n a l p a ttern s  can be found in  Middle E astern  v i l la g e s  
and th a t  probably a l l ,  in c lu d in g  t r ib a l  groups, occur in  c i t i e s  as
w e l l .  Furthermore, t r i b a l  a l l ia n c e s  can serve  to  u n ite  c i t y  d w ellers  
-?0
and ru ra l peop les.""
A number o f  g e n e r a l i t ie s  concerning Middle E astern fa m ilie s  have 
1+0been proposed by P a ta i. Although i t  must be remembered th a t th ere  
are numerous ex cep tio n s t o  th e se  c h a r a c te r is t ic  t r a i t s ,  they  are u se fu l  
fo r  ga in in g  an understanding o f  th e  fundamentals o f  Middle E astern so ­
c ia l  s tr u c tu r e .
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F a m il ie s ,  says P a t a i ,  te n d  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  to  be  la r g e  and ex ten d ­
e d . O c c a s io n a lly , th e  h o u seh o ld  c o n s is t s  o f  an e ld e r ly  man and h i s  
w ife  (o r  w iv e s ) ,  h i s  u n m arried  d a u g h te r s ,  h i s  m a rr ie d  and unm arried
sons and t h e i r  w ives and c h i ld r e n .  Such a  fam ily  fu n c t io n s  as  an eco -
I4.I
nomic u n i t  i f  th e  members l i v e  in  th e  same h ouse . G u lick  p o in ts  o u t ,
how ever, t h a t  such an ex ten d ed  fa m ily  hou seh o ld  i s  u n u su a l in  f a c t ,  and
t h a t  th e r e  a re  " in d ic a t io n s  t h a t  many M iddle E a s te rn e r s  d i s l i k e  th e
1+2ex ten d ed  fam ily  as a  h o u seh o ld  a rran g em en t. The fa m ily  bond rem a in s , 
and o f te n  th e r e  a re  c o n tin u o u s  v i s i t a t i o n s  betw een h o u s e h o ld s , b u t  se ­
p a ra te  househo lds a re  in  f a c t  f r e q u e n t ly  m a in ta in e d , and th e  n u c le a r
1+-3
o r  c o n ju g a l fam ily  i s  becom ing e v e r  more common. Mark Kennedy in d i ­
c a te s  t h a t  r e c e n t  r e s e a rc h  on E g y p tian  f a m i l i e s ,  b o th  r u r a l  and u rb an , 
h a s  tu rn e d  up an in c r e a s e  in  n u c le a t io n  o f  f a m i l ie s  in  th e  m iddle  and
kbupper c la s s e s .
Large f a m i l i e s ,  w hich c a r ry  th e  c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  coherence  and 
s t r e n g th  — hence p r e s t ig e  and hono r —  have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been  p re ­
f e r r e d .  Thus, d e s p i te  h ig h  i n f a n t  and c h i ld  m o r ta l i ty  r a t e s ,  s iz e a b le  
f a m i l ie s  a re  s t i l l  common in  th e  M iddle E a s t ,  a lth o u g h  th e r e  a re  in d i ­
c a t io n s  t h a t  young ed u c a te d  p a re n ts  i n  some c o u n tr ie s  a re  e l e c t i n g  to  
have few er c h i ld r e n .  P o ten cy  and f e r t i l i t y  a re  em phasized. B arren  
women a re  th o u g h t t o  be c u rse d  by  God and o f te n  to  p o sse s s  th e  e v i l
1+5
e y e , and im potence in  men may a ls o  b e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  s u p e rn a tu ra l
b6c a u se s .
1+7
M iddle E a s te rn  f a m i l ie s  a re  p a t r i l i n e a l ,  and te n d  t r a d i t i o n ­
a l l y  to  be p a t r i l o c a l  and p a t r i a r c h a l .  Endogamy w ith in  a  r e l a t i v e l y  
narrow  k in s h ip  c i r c l e  i s  w id e ly  c o n s id e re d  i d e a l ,  and each  o f  th e
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t h r e e  e c o lo g ic a l  groups (nomadic p a s t o r a l i s t s ,  farm ers and u r b a n i te s )  
te n d  a ls o  to  be endogamous. G eneral o p in io n  d isa p p ro v e s  o f  c ro ss -m a r­
r ia g e s  betw een nom ads, v i l l a g e r s  and tow nspeop le , and in  p r a c t i c e  such 
a l l i a n c e s  a re  r a r e .  O c c a s io n a lly  M iddle E a s te rn  f a m i l ie s  a re  polygynous, 
a lth o u g h  th e  e x te n t  o f  th e  p r a c t i c e  h a s  been g r e a t ly  e x a g g e ra te d  by 
W estern  o b se rv e rs  a n d .w r i te r s .  A lthough la w fu l f o r  Muslims and O rien - 
t a l  Jews (who to g e th e r  com prise 90% o f  th e  p o p u la t io n  ) ,  polygyny has 
alw ays been and i s  in  r e c e n t  y e a rs  in c r e a s in g ly  r a r e .
Changes have been  and a re  o c c u r r in g  i n  M iddle E a s te rn  f a m ilie s  
due to  a  v a r i e ty  o f  in f lu e n c e s .  M o d ern iza tio n  and l e g i s l a t i o n  s e t t i n g  
minimum m arria g e  ages have  had  some e f f e c t ,  and a lth o u g h  p a r e n t s ’ de­
s i r e s  s t i l l  f ig u r e  l a r g e ly  in  d e c is io n s  concern ing  m arria g e  and many
m a rr ia g e s  a re  s t i l l  a r ra n g e d , more and more young p eo p le  a re  choosing  
1+9t h e i r  own sp o u ses . P erhaps th e  m ost i n f l u e n t i a l  f o r c e ,  n o t on ly  on 
th e  fa m ily  b u t  on Arab s o c ie ty  a t  l a r g e ,  has been  th e  em an c ip a tio n  o f 
women th ro u g h  e d u c a tio n  and in c r e a s e d  l i b e r t y  to  move o u ts id e  th e  h o m e ,^  
p a r t l y  th ro u g h  s h i f t s  in  a t t i t u d e s  and  p a r t l y  in  resp o n se  to  economic 
p r e s s u r e s .  Such p re s s u re s  have had  a  p rofound  e f f e c t  on th e  p a t r i a r ­
c h a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  many f a m i l i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  l e s s  w e a lth y , more 
o v e r-p o p u la te d  c o u n tr ie s .  ^  In  E g y p t, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  B a rb a ra  Ib rah im  
in d ic a te s  t h a t  c o l l e c t i v e  n e g o t i a t io n  w ith in  th e  fam ily  i s  r e p la c in g  
p a t r i a r c h a l  a u th o r i ty  in  such  m a tte r s  as d e c is io n s  on women w orking
o u ts id e  th e  home"^ and "such  p ro c e s s e s  as form ing a  new and d i f f e r e n t
53lin k a g e  betw een f a m i l i e s . . .  and th e  w id e r  s o c ie ty .
In  s p i t e  o f  th e  e x te n s iv e  changes o f  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  th e  b a s ic  
p r in c ip le s  upon w hich th e  fa m ily  and t r i b e  a re  b u i l t  rem ain  in  v a ry in g
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d e g re e s . Fundam ental t o  th e  t r i b a l  e th o s  and th e  fa m ily  s t r u c tu r e  i s
th e  p r in c ip le  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i th in  th e  k in s h ip  c i r c l e
5band r e l a t i v e  t o  o u t s id e r s .  I t  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  group co h esio n  and
i s  e x p re s se d  in  such i n s t i t u t i o n s  as  th e  b lo o d  feud  and r a id in g ,  th e  
law s o f  h o s p i t a l i t y  and s a n c tu a ry ,  and th e  n o tio n s  o f  h o n o r, shame and 
n o b i l i t y .  These q u a l i t i e s  a r e  m ost c l e a r ly  m a n ife s te d  by  th e  nomadic 
B edou in s , b u t  a re  m a in ta in e d , more o r  l e s s ,  a t  a l l  l e v e l s  o f  s o c i e t y . ^  
E l-Sham y, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  o b se rv e s  t h a t  ’’T ra d it io n a r y  g ro u p s , e s p e c i a l l y  
in  s o u th e rn  Egypt and in  d e s e r t  com m unities, g l o r i f y  ’k i l l i n g s ’ f o r  
s e x u a l honor and b lo o d  v e n d e t ta ,  and sh a re  w ith  th e  ' k i l l e r '  th e  conse­
quences o f  h i s  o r  h e r  a c t . . . . " ^ °  Such s h a r in g  o f  consequences i s  a s ­
sumed by  th e  groups to  w hich th e  wronged p a r ty  and th e  a g g re s s o r  b e lo n g , 
and means t h a t  any member o f  th e  a g g re s s o r ’s group i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  l i a b l e  
f o r  a  w ro n g fu l a c t  by a n o th e r  member o f  th e  g roup . C o n seq u en tly , w h ile  
groups w hich la y  c u l p a b i l i t y  on th e  in d iv id u a l  f o r  m oral a n d /o r  l e g a l
t r a n s g r e s s io n s  ex te n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  o th e r  members o f  h i s  o r  h e r
57group o n ly  in  v e ry  g e n e ra l  te rm s , groups w hich b a se  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  
on c o l l e c t i v e  p r in c ip le s  may e x t r a c t  payment from o th e r  group members 
i f  th e  p rim ary  o f fe n d e r  ( i . e .  th e  p e r p e t r a to r )  i s  n o t a c c e s s ib le .  Thus 
i f  p e rso n  A o f  group X k i l l s  p e rso n  B o f  group Y, p e rso n  B’s b r o th e r  
(o r  o th e r  kinsm an) may su b se q u e n tly  k i l l  A 's  b r o th e r  (o r  o th e r  r e l a t i v e )
cr Q
i f  A canno t be rea c h e d .
The s h a r a f  o f  a  k in s h ip  g ro u p , e .g .  a  c la n ,  i s  n o t an ind ep en ­
den t e n t i t y  in  Arab s o c ie ty .  R a th e r  i t  e x i s t s  in  b o th  d ia c h ro n ic  and 
sy n ch ro n ic  r e l a t i o n  t o  th e  honor o f  s ig n i f i c a n t  o th e r s .  S ince  s h a r a f  
i s  cu m u la tiv e  and h e r e d i t a r y ,  fa m ily  honor can be view ed on one l e v e l
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as th e  sum o f  honor d e r iv e d  from  a c ts  accom plished  hy  i t s  a scen d en ts  
and m a in ta in e d  i n  what Meeker c a l l s  th e  g ro u p 's  " s a c re d  h is to r io g ra p h y  
Cwhich] p ro v id e s  a  h i s t o r i c a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e  hy  w hich men’s a c t io n s  a re  
m e a s u r e d ." ^  F u rth e rm o re , group s h a r a f  i s  r e l a t i v e ,  d e n o tin g  th e  p o s i-  
t i o n  o f  th e  group v i s - a - v i s  o th e r  g ro u p s. S ig n i f i c a n t  a c t io n s  a re  
n o t s u f f i c i e n t  hy them se lves  t o  m a in ta in  h o n o r; as w ith  a c ts  in v o lv in g  
in d iv id u a l  h o n o r , th e y  must he re c o g n iz e d  hy  th e  community.
Ahou-Zeid d is c u s s e s  p a s s iv e  and a c t iv e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  honor 
among th e  Awlad °A1I c la n s  o f  th e  E g y p tian -L ib y an  f r o n t i e r  a r e a .  These 
nom ads, who in  many ways t y p i f y  Bedouins th ro u g h o u t th e  Arah W orld, 
c o n s id e r  honor (s h a r a f ) in  th e  h ro ad  sen se  o f  th e  word to  he a  m a t te r  
o f  com plying w ith  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e h a v io r  p a t t e r n s ; t h i s  i s  a  p a s s iv e  
means o f  a c q u ir in g , o r  more p ro p e r ly  o f  n o t lo s in g ,  h o n o r. On a  more 
a c t iv e  l e v e l ,  honor r e q u i r e s  "ach ievem ent o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  and d i s t i n c ­
t io n "  th ro u g h  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  s o c ia l  i d e a l s  w hich c o n tr ib u te  t o  th e  
p r e s t ig e  and r e p u ta t i o n ,  hence in c re a s e d  h o n o r, o f  b o th  th e  in d iv id u a l  
and th e  g roup ; such achievem ent i s  in  many cases  a f f e c te d  by th e  h e h a -  
v io r  o f  o th e r s ,  as in  r a id in g  o r  ta k in g  rev en g e .
H onorable B ehav io r
B ehav io r ta k e s  on v a ry in g  d eg rees  o f  honor and shame, de te rm ined  
in  p a r t  by th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  a c t  i t s e l f  and in  p a r t  by  i t s  e f f e c t s .
Some a c tio n s  r e s u l t  in  shame f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l  o n ly , w h ile  o th e r s  may 
d is g ra c e  th e  k in  group as w e l l .  For exam ple, i f  a  woman w ere t o  appear 
i n  p u b l ic  in a p p r o p r ia te ly  c lo th e d , a s  d e te rm in ed  by  b o th  th e  g e n e ra l  
s o c ia l  m il ie u  and h e r  im m ediate s o c ia l  env ironm en t, t h i s  w ould no rm ally
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be ju d g ed  an ayb  a c t io n .  Such m isb eh av io r seldom  r e q u i r e s  s e v e re  i n ­
te r v e n t io n  by s o c ie ty  a t  l a r g e  and any resp o n se  i s  u s u a l ly  aim ed a t  th e  
woman h e r s e l f  and ta k e s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  m ild  form , such  as b lam e, m ockery, 
r i d i c u l e  o r  s c o ld in g . C5 r  a c t io n s  such as  a d u l te r y ,  in  c o n t r a s t ,  b r in g  
shame on th e  fam ily  as w e l l  as on th e  in d iv id u a l .  Because d i f f e r e n t  
groups o f  p eo p le  a re  in v o lv e d  and th e  a c tio n  i s  p e rc e iv e d  t o  th r e a te n  
s o c ia l  e q u il ib r iu m , r e t r i b u t io n s  a re  more se v e re  th a n  f o r  ayb  b e h a v io r  
and in  some p la c e s  may even ta k e  th e  extrem e form  o f  c a p i t a l  p u n ish -
. 62m ent.
J u s t  as d i f f e r e n t  a c t io n s  have d i f f e r e n t  im p l ic a t io n s ,  so  may 
th e  same a c t io n  have a l t e r n a t e  m eanings — h o n o rab le  o r  sham eful — ac­
c o rd in g  t o  th e  c o n te x t .  F o r exam ple, th e  Bedouins adm ire and encourage 
a t ta c k s  on camps o f  s tr o n g  and p o w erfu l c la n s ,  b u t  Abou-Zeid n o te s  t h a t  
i t  i s  re g a rd e d  as sham efu l to  v i o l a t e  th e  r ig h t s  o f  th e  p o o r and weak. 
Yet o th e r  v io la t io n s  o f  s o c i a l  a c c e p ta b i l i t y  a re  n o t open t o  c o n te x tu a l  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  F o r in s ta n c e ,  se x u a l i n f i d e l i t y  by a  woman, w hether 
by  ch o ice  o r  by f o r c e ,  i s  in v a r ia b ly  an a r  a c t io n  and r e s u l t s  in  fam ily  
shame and se v e re  consequences f o r  b o th  o f  th e  p a r t i e s  in v o lv e d .
Shame may a ls o  be in c u r r e d ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  by e x c e s s iv e  d is p la y s  o f  
b e h a v io r  w hich i s  n o rm a lly  c o n s id e re d  h o n o ra b le . A lthough s k i l l  and 
b ra v e ry  a g a in s t  enem ies a re  h o n o rab le  q u a l i t i e s ,  f o r  exam ple, unchecked 
r a id in g  and w a r fa re ,  o r  such  a c t io n s  a g a in s t  w eaker c la n s ,  a re  h e ld  to  
be sham eful r a s h n e s s . Even th e  re v e re d  q u a l i t i e s  o f  g e n e ro s i ty  and 
h o s p i t a l i t y  may, when c a r r i e d  t o  excess and p e rc e iv e d  as o s te n t a t i o n ,  
b r in g  d is g ra c e .  Abou-Zeid e x p la in s  t h a t  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  de term ine  
"where e x a c t ly  l i e s  th e  l i n e  a t  w hich honou rab le  deeds may f in d  t h e i r
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sen se  re v e rs e d  and ‘become a  so u rce  o f  d i s g r a c e ,  "but th e  l i n e  does e x i s t  
and s o c ie ty  knows how t o  e v a lu a te  th e  same a c t io n  i n  d i f f e r e n t  con­
t e x t s .
The F u n c tio n  o f  Honor 
What i s  th e  fu n c t io n  o f  hono r as a  s o c ia l  i d e a l  in  Arab c u l tu r e ?  
A bou-Zeid s u g g e s ts  t h a t  in  th e  segm en tary  s o c ie ty  o f  th e  B edouins o f  th e  
W estern  D e s e r t ,  who have o n ly  r e c e n t ly  su b m itte d  t o  s tr o n g  governm ent 
c o n t r o l ,  ’’honour has p la y e d  and s t i l l  p l a y s ,  a  most v i t a l  r o le  in  th e  
f i e l d  o f  s o c ia l  c o n t r o l ,  b e s id e s  p ro v id in g  an e f f e c t i v e  code o f  m o ra l i-  
t y • The s t r i c t  d e fe n se  o f  hono r a c ts  as in su ra n c e  a g a in s t  m iscon­
d u c t and u n j u s t i f i e d  a g g re s s io n . Thus he w r i te s :
The f e a r  t h a t  th e  o ffe n d e d  g roup  w i l l  r e t a l i a t e  w ith  v io le n c e  i s  an 
e f f e c t i v e  check on th e  b e h a v io u r  o f  in d iv id u a ls  and groups a l i k e .
On th e  o th e r  hand , th e  shame w hich s t r i k e s  an a g g re s s o r  o r  c u l p r i t  
and th e  consequen t h u m il ia t io n  he b r in g s  on h im s e lf  as w e l l  as on 
h i s  k in -g ro u p  i s  an a d d i t io n a l  f a c t o r  in  r e g u la t in g  s o c ia l  b e h a v io r .
As i s  t y p i c a l  o f  such f u n c t i o n a l i s t  e x p la n a t io n s ,  A bou-Z eid’ s a n a ly s is  
f a i l s  t o  ta k e  i n to  acco u n t th e  f a c t  t h a t  d ish o n o ra b le  b e h a v io r  does  
occu r in  honor bound Arab s o c i e t i e s  and t h a t  th e r e  a re  d y s fu n c t io n a l  
a s p e c ts  o f  th e  honor/sham e com plex. The c o n s ta n t  concern  w ith  th e  ac­
q u i s i t io n  and p r o te c t io n  o f  h o n o r , and th e  accom panying p a ra n o ia  w hich 
p e rv ad es Arab s o c ie ty  c r e a te  an atm osphere  o f  s e c re c y  and s u s p ic io n .
I t  can be a rg u ed  in  a d d i t io n  t h a t  t h i s  a tm osphere does n o t so  much 
a f f e c t  b e h a v io r  i t s e l f  as th e  openness o f  t h a t  b e h a v io r ;  few p eo p le  
w i l l  deny t h a t  a d u l t e r y ,  f o r  exam ple, o c cu rs  in  Arab s o c i e t i e s ,  b u t i t  
i s  c a r r ie d  on w ith  th e  u tm o st c a re  and s t e a l t h ,  l i t e r a l l y  v e i l e d  from
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s o c i e t y 's  e y e s . No doubt th e  aw areness t h a t  such  h id d en  v io la t i o n s  
o ccu r r e in f o r c e s  th e  id e a  t h a t  s o c i a l  co nven tions  such as s e g re g a tio n  
o f  th e  sexes a re  n e c e s s a ry  t o  p re v e n t  ram pant se x u a l in d u lg e n c e s  from 
d is r u p t in g  s o c ie ty .  F o r i f  t h e r e  i s  so  much i n t e r e s t  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
in  i l l i c i t  se x  in  s p i t e  o f  th e  p re c a u tio n s  ta k e n  by s o c ie ty ,  so  th e  
argum ent g o e s , i t  c o u ld  o n ly  he w orse were th e  s a n c t io n s  d ropped . Yet 
f o lk  o p in io n  does re c o g n iz e  t h a t  p r o h ib i t io n  has i t s  own a l l u r e ;  as th e
6tp ro v e rb  s a y s ,  "W hatever i s  p r o h ib i te d  becomes d e s i r a b le ."
Meeker s u g g e s ts  t h a t  honor (s h a r a f ) fu n c t io n s  n o t  so  much as a
c o n t r o l  mechanism as an i n t e r p r e t i v e  d e v ic e ;  i t  i s  " a  way o f  a t t r i b u -
68t i n g  m eaning to  e v e n ts ,  t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  and t h e i r  c o n te x t ."  T his 
m eaning i s  a s s ig n e d  in  r e f e re n c e  t o  th e  n o rm ative  view  o f  i d e a l  c u l tu r e  
w hich some members o f  s o c ie ty  would perhaps l i k e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  as i n ­
v io la b le  p r e s c r ip t io n s  f o r  b e h a v io r . The e r r o r  t h a t  A bou-Zeid makes i s  
in  a c c e p tin g  th e  v e rb a l iz e d  i d e a l  view  t h a t  sham eful b e h a v io r  i s  p re ­
c lu d ed  due to  f e a r  o f  shame o r  o f  r e t a l i a t i o n  from a d ish o n o re d  opponent. 
Such i s  n o t in  r e a l i t y  th e  c a s e ;  i f  i t  were no one would e v e r  be 
shamed o r  become th e  t a r g e t  o f  an a c t  o f  revenge because  a l l  would a c t  
h o n o ra b ly . As Meeker a rg u e s , w hat th e  i d e a l  code does i n  r e a l  c u l tu r e  
i s  p ro v id e  a  m ethod f o r  c l a s s i f y i n g  and coping  w ith  th r e a te n in g  beha­
v io r  when i t  becomes p u b l ic  knowledge and , c o n v e rs e ly , f o r  c la s s i f y in g  
and rew ard in g  a c t io n s  w hich su p p o rt  th e  id e a l s  o f  th e  c u l tu r e .  On th e  
in d iv id u a l  l e v e l  i t  p ro v id e s  a  s ta n d a rd  by  w hich s e l f - e v a lu a t io n  can 
be made. In  th e  n e x t c h a p te r  we s h a l l  examine w hat p ro v e rb s  have to  
say  co n c ern in g  honor and shame as  s ta n d a rd s  and c la s s e s  o f  b e h a v io r  and 
c o n d it io n .
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^ K e n n e d y , "M iddle E a s te r n ,"  153.
1+5S ee, f o r  exam ple: D aisy  H ilse  Dwyer, Im ages and S e lf- Im a g e s :  
Male and Female in  Morocco (Hew York: Columbia U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1978); 
Edward A. W esterm arck, R i tu a l  and B e l i e f  i n  Morocco (London: M acm illan 
and Company, 1926).
1+6See , f o r  exam ple: V in cen t C rapanzano, "The Hamadsha," ed . H ikki 
K eddie , S c h o la r s , S a in t s  and S u f i s  (B e rk e ley : U n iv e r s i ty  o f  C a l i f o r n ia ,  
1972), 327-348.
^ A b o u -Z e id , "H onour,"  21+6-21+7-
^®Raphael P a t a i ,  "The Fam ily : B as ic  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , "  in  Golden 
R iv e r ,  90 .
^9See Hasan E l-Sham y, "The B r o th e r - S is te r  Syndrome in  Arab Fami­
l y  L i f e ,  S o c io -C u ltu ra l  F a c to r s  i n  Arab P s y c h ia t ry :  A C r i t i c a l  R eview ," 
I n te r n a t io n a l  Jo u rn a l o f  S o c io lo g y  o f  th e  Fam ily  11 (1981): 318.
5°A bou-Zeid , "H onour,"  21+6.
■^Kennedy, "M iddle E a s te r n ,"  158.
^ S e e  B arb ara  Lethem Ib ra h im , "Fam ily  S t r a t e g i e s : A P e rs p e c t iv e  
on Women's E n try  i n to  th e  Labour F orce in  E g y p t,"  I n te r n a t io n a l  Journa l 
o f  S o c io lo g y  o f  th e  Fam ily  11 (1981): 235-21+9; Andrea B. Rugh, "B u laq /s  
F a m il ie s ,"  I n te r n a t io n a l  J o u rn a l o f  S o c io lo g y  o f  th e  F am ily  11 (1981): 
251 - 281+.
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•^ Ib ra h im , "F a m ily ,"  237 •
^ S e e  El-Sham y, " B r o th e r - S i s te r ,"  318.
55A bou-Zeid, "H onour," 259-
^ E l-S h a m y , B r o t h e r - S i s t e r , "  318.
57F or exam ple, in  Am erican s o c ie ty  p a re n ts  may he h e ld  l e g a l ly  
r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  a c t io n s  by m inor c h i ld r e n ,  b u t  upon t h e i r  m a jo r i ty  th e  
c h i ld re n  assume f u l l  l e g a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and r e l a t i v e s  a re  on ly  lo o s e ly  
h e ld  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  p e o p le 's  a c t io n s .
r Q
S ee , f o r  exam ple, Emrys P e t e r s ,  "Some S t r u c tu r a l  A spec ts  o f  
th e  Feud Among th e  Cam el-H erding Bedouin o f  C y re n a ic a ,"  A fr ic a :  J o u rn a l 
o f  th e  In t e r n a t io n a l  A fr ic a n  I n s t i t u t e  37 (1 9 ^7 ): 261-282.
^ M ee k e r, "M eaning," 216.
I b i d . ,  250.
C^\
A bou-Zeid, "H onour," 2 5 8 .
/To
I b i d . ,  216-217•
63J h i d . , 216.
61
I b i d . ,  259- 
^ I b i d .
66i M d .
6*7 — c  —k u l l i  mamnu marghub. Jan  G a b r il ,  Lebanon: P roverbs  and Ma­
xims (B e iru t :  Dar a l-K ita b  a l-L u b n a n l , 1 9 7 2 ), # 3 2 l.
(TO
M eeker, "M eaning," 252.
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CHAPTER V 
HONOR AND SHAME IN ARABIC PROVERBS
As we have seen  in  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r ,  honor i s  an e s s e n t i a l  
f a c e t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab c u l t u r e ,  l in k e d  c lo s e ly  t o  a  number o f  o th e r  
c u l t u r a l  e lem en ts : em phasis on g e n e ro s i ty  and h o s p i t a l i t y ;  m odesty  and 
c h a s t i t y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  women; s o l i d a r i t y  o f  k in s h ip  g ro u p s; v a rio u s  
m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  courage and v a lo r ,  such as p r o te c t io n  o f  n e ig h b o rs  
and c l i e n t s  and th e  w i l l in g n e s s  t o  ta k e  revenge when n e c e s s a ry . We now 
move t o  th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  betw een p ro v e rb s  and th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  d a ta  on 
hono r and shame.
The P r o v e rb ia l  Man o f  Honor 
The word muru’a t r a n s l a t e s  ro u g h ly  as " id e a l  m anhood," a  con­
c e p t  i n e x t r ic a b ly  m ixed w ith  g e n e ra liz e d  honor (s h a r a f ) in  th e  Arab 
e th o s .  Among th e  components o f  m uru 'a  i s  a  sense  o f  h o n o r, as w e ll as 
m a s c u l in i ty ,  v a lo r ,  c h iv a lry  and g e n e ro s i ty .  The v i t a l  c r i t e r i a  fo r  
e v a lu a t in g  a  man in  th e  p ro v e rb s  exam ined h e re  in c lu d e  a  number o f  
in te r tw in e d  a t t r i b u t e s  sum m arized th u s :  "A young m an 's b e a u ty  ( l i t .  
sw e e tn ess) i n  l i f e  Cis from ! th r e e  C th in g s! :  m an lin ess  {m u ru 'a ), c h i­
v a l r y  (futuww a) and g e n e ro s i ty  (sa k h a ’ )"C 21.^  These a t t r i b u t e s  — 
m a n lin e s s , c h iv a l ry ,  g e n e ro s i ty  — a re  a s s o c ia te d w i th  g e n e ra l iz e d  
h o n o r; th e  o v e rla p p in g  o f  c o n n o ta tio n  in  th e  te rm in o lo g y  c r e a te s  a 
c i r c u l a r  system  o f  e v a lu a t io n ,  f o r  a  man m ust have honor as one p o r tio n
11*0
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
lU l
o f  m a n lin e s s , w h ile  a t  th e  same tim e  m an lin ess  i s  an in g r e d ie n t  o f  ho­
n o r : one does n o t e x i s t  -w ithout th e  o th e r .  The p ro v erb  "The sw eetness 
[ o f  a personO i s  th e  b e a u ty  o f  [hisO  d is p o s i t io n " [3 0  i s  in  th e  same v e in  
i f  we ta k e  " d is p o s i t io n "  ( t a b lca ) t o  mean th e  sum t o t a l  o f  a  p e r s o n ’s 
c h a ra c te r  t r a i t s .  The p ro v e rb s  in  f a c t  c a r r y  t h i s  p h ilo so p h y  a  s te p  
f u r t h e r ;  n o t o n ly  i s  in n e r  b e a u ty  o r  sw eetness s a id  to  be d e te rm in ed  by 
th e  complex components o f  m oral c h a r a c te r ,  m a s c u l in i ty ,  and so  f o r t h ,  
b u t  p h y s ic a l  q u a l i t i e s  a re  a ls o  a f f e c te d  by them : "The b e a u ty  o f  th e  
fa c e  [d eriv esH  from  th e  b e a u ty  o f  c h a ra c te r "  [1+0 (se e  Table 3 ) .
S h a r a f , th e  concep t o f  g e n e ra l iz e d  h o n o r , d e r iv e s  from  a  ro o t  
im p ly in g  "h ig h n e ss"  in  p h y s ic a l  p o s i t i o n  as w e l l  as s o c ia l  s t a t u s .  I t  
i s  b u i l t  up th ro u g h  b o th  in d iv id u a l  and group e f f o r t s ,  and i s  an i n d i -  
s p e n s ib le  a s p e c t  o f  s o c ia l  p o ten c y . P ro v e rb s  v a ry  in  th e  te rm in o lo g y  
th e y  use  t o  i n d ic a te  s h a r a f ,  b u t  th e  v a r io u s  l e x i c a l  terns u sed  i n t e r ­
la c e  and im ply d i f f e r e n t  f a c e ts  o f  g e n e ra l iz e d  honor w hich p ro v id e  ad­
v a n ta g e s  f o r  th e  p e rso n  who p o s s e s s e s  them . For exam ple, in  th e  sa y in g  
"The shadow o f  a  n o b le  man (a l-k a r lm ) i s  w id e "[5 0 , b e in g  ka r lm  in c lu d e s
TABLE 3
QUALITIES AND CONSEQUENCES ASSOCIATED WITH HONOR AND 
SHAME IN THE PROVERBS
+ honor/-sham e -honor/+sham e
b e a u ty  [2 ,3 0  
in f lu e n c e ,  power [50 
in v u ln e r a b i l i t y  [60  
freedom  [15 ,160
la c k  o f  r e l i g io n  [250 
d e c a p i ta t io n  [10 
d i s a s t e r ,  r u in  [21 ,220
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"being d e c e n t, generous and h o n o ra b le . Having s h a r a f  (o r  la c k in g  ° a y b ,  
th e n , a c c o rd in g  t o  th e  p ro v e rb s ,  re n d e rs  a  p e rso n  p o w erfu l o r  in f lu e n ­
t i a l  C51, p h y s ic a l ly  a t t r a c t i v e  CUH and c o n se q u e n tly  f r e e  t o  a c t  as he 
w ish e s : "CHel who does n o t f e e l  ashamed does w hat he wants"C153 and " i f  
you a re  unashamed th e n  you can do what you l i k e " i l l 6 l .  F u rth e rm o re , ad­
v e rs e  c irc u m stan c e s  do n o t d e t r a c t  from  h o n o r , f o r  "An h o n o rab le  man 
(a l - h u r r ) i s  h o n o rab le  even though  harm b e f a l l s  him"c6D.
Because honor (b o th  s h a r a f ,  g e n e ra l  h o n o r, and Cay2>, se x u a l ho­
n o r)  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  component o f  manhood in  Arab c u l t u r e ,  th e  concen­
s u s ,  in  p ro v e rb s  and e th n o g ra p h ic  d e s c r ip t i o n s ,  i s  t h a t  v i r t u a l l y  any­
th in g  i s  more d e s i r a b le  th a n  d ish o n o r  o r  shame. F o r in s ta n c e ,  "P o v e rty  
r a t h e r  th a n  d is g ra c e  (Cayb)"C73 and "C l w ould l i v e  on l t e n  C pieces o f !  
c e le ry  r a t h e r  th a n  degrade  m y se lf"C lltl g iv e  p re fe re n c e  t o  a b je c t  p o v e rty  
o v er shame. S im i la r ly ,  f u t i l e  b u t h o n o ra b le  s t r u g g le  may be fa v o ra b le  
t o  su c ce ss  w ith o u t h ono r: " B e t te r  to  lo s e  w ith o u t d is g ra c e  th a n  to  win 
w ith  h u m ilia tio n "C 8 D . D eath w ith  honor i s  l ik e n e d  t o  a  joyous c e le b ra ­
t io n  and l i f e  w ith  d ish o n o r  t o  a  t r a g i c  one: "The d e a th  o f  a  you th  in  
h i s  g lo ry  ( ° i z z ) i s  l i k e  h i s  w edding , and h i s  l i f e  in  d is g ra c e  (d h u ll)  
i s  l i k e  h i s  fu n e ra l"C 9 3 . cI z z  h e re  conno tes s t r e n g th  and h o n o r, w h ile  
d h u ll  im p lie s  i n s ig n i f i c a n c e ,  su b m iss iv en ess  and shame. L ik ew ise , in  
"Die w ith  h o n o r (s h a r a f ) r a t h e r  th a n  l i v e  d is g ra c e d  ( d h a l l l  )"C11H, 
d h a l i l  s u g g e s ts  a  d is g ra c e  coup led  w ith  d o c i l i t y ,  h u m il i ty ,  s e r v i l i t y ,  
o b se q u io u sn e ss , cow ering  and c r in g in g ,  none o f  w hich i s  com patib le  w ith  
th e  id e a l  o f  manhood in  Arab c u l tu r e .  D eath £12,133 and H e l l f i r e  E101 
a re  in v a r i a b ly  conveyed as more a t t r a c t i v e  th a n  l i v i n g  w ith  shame. The 
p ro v e rb s  su g g e s t n o th in g  b e t t e r  th a n  ho n o r.
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S h a r a f  (g e n e ra l  hono r) i s  n o t s t a t i c  h u t  r a t h e r  i s  s u b je c t  to
2in c re a s e  o r  d e te r io r a t i o n  r e l a t i v e  t o  in d iv id u a l  o r  k m -g ro u p  a c tio n  
(see  pp . 127-132)*  A p o w erfu l and p e rv a s iv e  f e a r  pe rm eates  Arab s o c ie ty  
because  s h a r a f  i s ,  as i t  w ere , e v e r  under s ie g e ;  th e  ram p arts  o f  honor 
m ust c o n tin u o u s ly  be de fended , f o r  i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  "CHel who has n o t 
d ie d , h i s  [ p o t e n t i a l  f o r i  shame (c a yb ) i s  n o t p a s t" [2 9 1 . What k in d s  o f  
a c t io n s  b r in g  d ish o n o r?  P ro v e rb s  m ention  a  number o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
The s to ic n e s s  o f  th e  nomad i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  th e  sa y in g  "C om plaint to  
o th e r  th a n  God i s  h u m il ia t io n  [m adhalla) [171 . S u b se rv ien ce  a ls o  b r in g s  
d is g ra c e :  " n o th in g  h u m il ia te s  th e  s o u l  b u t  one so u l dom inating  a n o th e r"
[281 i s  a  rem in d er o f  th e  in d e p e n d e n t, in t r a -g r o u p  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  o f  
th e  Bedouin. E r ro r  a ls o  opens th e  way f o r  sham e, b u t  "He who n ev e r 
e r r s  i s  n e v e r  d is g r a c e d " [ 26 l ; th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  such  p e r f e c t io n  i s  
d en ie d  in  a n o th e r  s a y in g : "To each s c h o la r  [ th e r e  i s  1 an e r r o r ,  and to  
every  c h a rg e r  a  f a l s e  s te p " [2 7 1 . A ction  and a c to r  a re  e q u a te d  in  th e  
p ro v erb  "Shame ( ° ayb) t o  him who does sham efu l [ t h i n g s l " [ l 8 l . In  o th e r  
w ords, one i s  as one does.
However, a  man must n o t b ra g  o f  h i s  good d eed s. The most s ig ­
n i f i c a n t  c a t a ly s t  f o r  d ish o n o r c i t e d  in  th e  p ro v e rb s  i s  s e l f - p r a i s e  
o r  la c k  o f  m odesty; i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  "Ho one p r a i s e s  h im s e lf  b u t S a tan"
[201 . Lack o f  m odesty i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  n e g a tiv e  r e p e rc u s s io n s :  " i f  
m odesty becomes r a r e ,  d i s a s t e r  p r e v a i ls " [2 1 1  and " i f  m odesty d e p a r ts ,  
r u in  a r r iv e s " [2 2 1 .  M odesty i s  a  v i t a l  concep t in  Arab c u l tu r e ,  some- 
tim es  spoken o f  as " th e  w a te r  o f  m odesty" (ma a l-h a y a ' ) .  Hence o f  
one who i s  o v e r b o ld  o r  fo rw ard  i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  "The r o o ts  o f  m odesty 
have d r ie d  up in  h im "[2L l o r  "He has  p lu ck e d  o u t th e  r o o ts  o f  m odesty"[231•
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The need  f o r  m odesty does n o t ,  how ever, n e g a te  th e  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  
s e l f - r e s p e c t ;  th e  l a t t e r  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  component o f  id e n t i ty : -  "Honor 
y o u r s e l f  t o  f in d  y o u rse lf"C 3 ^ 3 . F u rth e rm o re , la c k  o f  s e l f - r e s p e c t  opens 
th e  way f o r  p u b l ic  debasem ent, w hich i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  one o f  th e  m ost 
s ig n i f i c a n t  a s p e c ts  o f  shame. P ro v erb s  in d ic a te  t h a t  p e o p le  w i l l  t r e a t  
a  p e rso n  as he t r e a t s  h im s e lf :  "He who enhances h im s e lf ,  th e  p eo p le  
w i l l  enhance , and he who makes h im s e lf  dung [ th e y 3 w i l l  defam e"C333,
"He who l e t s  h im s e lf  become c h a f f ,  th e  cows w i l l  e a t"C 3 0 ; c f .  31 ,323 , 
and "He who does n o t r e s p e c t  h im s e lf ,  p e o p le  w i l l  n o t  re sp e c t"C 3 5 3 . 
A nother r e l a t e d  p ro v e rb  sa y s : "He s a id :  ’Shame on him  who b a c k b ite s  
p e o p le .1 The o th e r  s a id :  'Shame on him who l e t s  p e o p le  b a c k b ite  h im !" 
C503.
The consequences and im p l ic a tio n s  o f  d ish o n o r and p o p u la r  o p i­
n io n  a re  s e r io u s  s in c e  honor can be m a in ta in e d  o n ly  when one i s  n o t
1;
v u ln e ra b le  t o  p u b l ic  c r i t i c i s m ;  o th e rw is e , one i s  exposed  to  shame.
The comment t h a t  "He who has no honor has no re lig io n "C 2 5 3  i s  a g rave  
a c c u s a tio n  in  a  c u l tu r e  in  which r e l ig io n  i s  th o ro u g h ly  enmeshed w ith  
a l l  a s p e c ts  o f  l i f e ,  th e r e  b e in g  no c le a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een s e c u la r  
and r e l i g io u s  c o n c e rn s . A nother p ro v erb  s t a t e s  t h a t  " i t  i s  la w fu l 
(hala .1 ) to  d e c a p i ta te  him who i s  n o t moved by m an lin e ss  (muruwa )"H13. 
Because muruwa in c o r p o r a te s  honor and o th e r  h ig h ly -v a lu e d  a t t r i b u t e s  
and because  h a la l  su g g e s ts  n o t on ly  r e l ig io u s  p e r m is s a b i l i ty  b u t r e l i ­
g io u s ,  and th e r e f o r e  e t h i c a l ,  p r e f e r a b i l i t y ,  t h i s  s ta te m e n t i n d ic a te s  
t h a t  d e a th  i s  b e t t e r  th a n  d ish o n o r n o t j u s t  to  th e  in d iv id u a l  concerned  
b u t  t o  s o c ie ty  a t  l a r g e .  And, a lth o u g h  a  man may have v a ry in g  deg rees  
o f  s h a r a f ,  in  th e  f i n a l  a n a ly s is  s o c ie ty  ju d g es on an a l l  o r  n o th in g
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p re m ise , f o r  i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  "At th e  e x a m in a tio n , a  man i s  e i t h e r  ho­
n o red  o r  d isg raced"C 193 .
G e n e ro s ity  and H o s p i ta l i ty
0 G uest o f  o u r s ,  though  you have come, though you have v i s i t e d  u s ,  
and though you  have hon o red  o u r d w e llin g s :
We v e r i l y  a re  th e  r e a l  g u e s t s ,  and you a re  th e  Lord o f  t h i s  h ouse .
Among A rab s, and e s p e c i a l l y  among B edouins, a  g u e s t i s  a  s a c re d  
t r u s t .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  law s o f  h o s p i t a l i t y  and g e n e ro s i ty  a re  h ig h ly  
esteem ed , d i c t a t i n g  t h a t  a  g u e s t  m ust "be e n te r ta in e d ,  f e d  and lo o k ed
g
a f t e r  in  a  f i t t i n g  m anner, and t o  th e  b e s t  o f  th e  h o s t ’s po w er."  
G e n e ro s ity  i s  re g a rd e d  as a  g r e a t  p an a ce a , p o te n t  enough even t o  r e ­
s to r e  l o s t  honor: "G e n e ro s ity  co v e rs  shame"C37^ and "T here i s  no shame 
t h a t  g e n e ro s i ty  canno t h id e"C 3 8 ]. As m ight be e x p e c te d , a n o th e r  p ro ­
v e rb  s t a t e s  t h a t  " S tin g in e s s  exposes C one 's] shame and c u ts  lo v e  from 
h e a rts "C 3 9 3 . The id e a l  o f  th e  g en ero u s h o s t  i s  v i r t u a l l y  u n iv e r s a l  
among A rab s, b o th  nomadic and s e d e n ta ry .  A g u e s t who h as  been fe d  o r 
s e rv e d  c o ffe e  i s  l in k e d  to  h i s  h o s t  by  a  " s a l t  bond" (m ilh a ) w hich 
g iv e s  th e  g u e s t th e  r i g h t  t o  e x p e c t fo o d , s h e l t e r ,  and p r o te c t io n  from 
h i s  h o s t  f o r  a p e r io d  o f  th r e e  d ay s. D uring t h i s  tim e  th e  g u e s t a ls o  
in c u rs  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  p r o t e c t  h i s  h o s t  from th e  g u e s t 's  t r i b e .  
V io la t io n  o f  th e  t r u s t  o f  g u es th o o d  i s  d ish o n o ra b le :  "Shame on him  who 
d r in k s  from a  w e ll  and C then] th row s a  s to n e  in to  i t " c L 7 ] , a lth o u g h  
th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  such an i n f r a c t i o n  i s  re c o g n iz e d : " P ro te c t  y o u r s e l f  
a g a in s t  th e  e v e i l  o f  him to  whom you have been k ind"cU 6].
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
ii*6
Beyond t h i s  s im p le  c a re - ta k in g  o f  g u e s ts ,  h o s p i t a l i t y  in v o lv e s  
th e  complex concep t o f  th e  home as haram , t h a t ,  i s  i n v io l a b l e .  Among 
B edou ins, th e  concep t o f  haram  a p p lie s  t o  s t r a n g e r s  s ta y in g  in  th e  t e n t  
a s  w e ll  a s  t o  th e  o r ig in a l  members o f  th e  h o u seh o ld  ( b a y t ) . An a t t a c k  
on such a  p e rso n  i s  re g a rd e d  as  an a s s a u l t  on members o f  th e  b a y t  and 
an i n s u l t  to  t h e i r  h o n o r. A number o f  r u le s  o f  conduct p e r t a in  among 
Bedouins because  o f  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  p r o te c t in g  g u e s ts  and aven­
g in g  t h e i r  i n j u r i e s ;  p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p o r ta n t a re  th e  r ig h t s  o f  re fu g e  
(d u k h a la ') ,  fa c e  (w a jh ) ,  and neighborhood  (q a s lr ? ) .
The r i g h t  o f  re fu g e  in v o lv e s  p r o te c t io n  g ra n te d  on r e q u e s t .  Any 
p e rs o n , even one b e in g  sough t f o r  a  crim e a g a in s t  th e  fam ily  o f  th e  
house he e n te r s ,  may ask  f o r  and e x p ec t t o  re c e iv e  re fu g e  f o r  p e r io d s
ra n g in g  from  th r e e  days among th e  Shammar, D h a f ir ,  Harb and cAwazim
— ct r i b e s  t o  tw e lv e  months among th e  M utayr, Q ahtan, and U tayba. D uring
t h a t  t im e , th e  owner o f  th e  t e n t  i s  r e q u i r e d  t o  g ra n t  s a n c tu a ry  from
p u r s u e r s ,  from  whom th e  f u g i t iv e  en jo y s com plete im m unity w h ile  in  th e
t e n t  as an a t t a c k  on him  w ould be an a s s a u l t  on th e  honor o f  th e  b a y t
(h o u se h o ld ) . In  a d d it io n  to  r e fu g e , th e  h o s t  m ust p ro v id e  food  and
c lo th in g  f o r  h i s  " g u e s t ,"  a tte m p t to  n e g o t ia te  a  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w ith  th e
p u rsu e rs  and , sh o u ld  t h a t  f a i l ,  see  th e  f u g i t iv e  s a f e ly  t o  h i s  de -
8s i r e d  d e s t i n a t io n  upon e x p i r a t io n  o f  th e  re fu g e  p e r io d . A r e f u s a l  to  
g ra n t re fu g e  when asked  "w ould im ply w eakness, would b la c k e n  o n e 's  
hono r, and th e  man who r e fu s e s  w ould be d e r id e d  a t  a l l  camp f i r e s  f o r  
h i s  la c k  o f  m anly c o u ra g e ."^
The id e a  o f  g ra n t in g  re fu g e  t o  th e  m urderer o f  a  c lo s e  r e l a t i v e  
i s  a  common theme in  M iddle E a s te rn  f o l k l o r e , ^  and p e r s o n i f i e s  th e
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epitom e o f  h o n o rab le  co n d u c t, f o r ,  a s  Abou-Zeid w r i t e s ,  " th e  h ig h e s t
g rade  o f  h o n o u r . . . i s  a t t a in e d  when th e  i d e a l  can o n ly  be r e a l i z e d  a t  th e
expense o f  th e  p e rfo rm e r  h im s e lf .  In  th e  ev en t t h a t  a man g ra n ts
s a n c tu a ry  to  h i s  own enemy, he " g iv e s  p r a c t i c a l  p ro o f  t h a t  in  h i s  con-
12s id e r a t io n  honour i s  l a r g e r  th a n  l i f e  i t s e l f . "
The r i g h t  o f  fa c e  p ro v id e s  im m unity f o r  an enemy who s u rre n d e rs
d u rin g  a  war o r  r a i d ;  Abou-Zeid compares t h i s  r i g h t  t o  t h a t  o f  re fu g e :
"Ey ana logy  a  c u l p r i t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  a  m urderer whose b lo o d  and l i f e  a re
sought in  r e t a l i a t i o n ,  can go to  th e  b a y t  (househo ld ) o f  h i s  own v ic tim
13 —and c la im  im m unity ."  Thus d u kh a la ' and wajh  te n d  to  m erge, f o r  upon 
re q u e s t  o f  th e  f u g i t i v e  f o r  w ajh , th e  peo p le  o f  th e  b a y t  a re  bound to  
a c c e p t him  as a  p r o te g e , g ra n t in g  immunity and a tte m p tin g  to  convince 
o th e r  members o f  th e  l in e a g e  to  a c c e p t b lo o d  money i n  p la c e  o f  b lo o d . 
F a i lu r e  to  ad h e re  t o  th e  r u le s  o f  wajh  b r in g  shame t o  th e  whole l i n e ­
age; th e  rew ard  t o  th e  b a y t  (househo ld) f o r  com pliance i s  " th e  sublim e 
honour th e y  a c q u ire  by behav ing  in  such an h o n o u rab le  w a y ." ^  D ickson 
r e p o r ts  t h a t  b e in g  u n d e r th e  sa fe -c o n d u c t o f  So-and-So (b i  wajh fu la n )  
was in  f a c t  q u i te  common in  th e  d e s e r t  o f  Kuwait in  th e  f i f t i e s .
P erhaps th e  p ro v e rb s  w hich su g g e s t t h a t  e x c e s s iv e  g e n e ro s i ty  i s  f o o l i s h ­
ness EUUH and " b r in g s  in  a  d i r t y  guest"cl+6U a re  so u r r e a c t io n s  t o  so ­
c i a l  o b l ig a t io n s  w hich demand g e n e ro s i ty  even a t  th e  h o s t ’s extrem e 
d isc o m fitu re  b e c au se  o f  c o n f l i c t in g  p o in ts  o f  h o n o r, i . e .  th e  demand 
f o r  h o s p i t a l i t y  and th e  demand f o r  rev en g e .
That th e  p r in c i p le s  o f  th e  haram ( in v io la b le  home) e x te n d  be­
yond th e  b o u n d a rie s  o f  th e  t e n t  i s  shown in  th e  r i g h t  o f  neighborhood . 
There i s  some d isag reem en t in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  as t o  who th e  t e n t  n e ig h -
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b o rs  a re  l i k e l y  t o  "be; A bou-Zeid d e s c r ib e s  them as  " s t r a n g e r s  from
o th e r  c la n s  who come t o  l i v e  n e a r  a  c e r t a in  b a y t  i n  t r i b a l  a re a s  n o t
t h e i r  o w n ," ^  w h ile  D ickson m a in ta in s  t h a t  th e y  n o rm a lly  c o n s is t  o f  th e
banu camm ( p a te r n a l  r e l a t i v e s )  and akhwal (m a te rn a l r e l a t i v e s ) ,  who
camp to g e th e r  f o r  m utual p r o te c t io n ;  Abou-Zeid a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e  r u le s
o f  ne ighborhood  a p p ly  a ls o  when members o f  a  s tra n g e  t r i b e  ask  t o  camp
17n e a r  som eone's t e n t ,  become h i s  n e ig h b o r , and m ig ra te  w ith  h i s  t r i b e .
I f  th e  re q u e s t  i s  g r a n te d , w hich i s  u s u a l ,  th e n  members o f  th e  b a y t  
(househo ld ) a re  r e q u ir e d  t o  p ro v id e  h o s p i t a l i t y  and p r o te c t i o n ,  e sp e ­
c i a l l y  o f  women in  th e  n e ig h b o r 's  t e n t ;  th e  t e n t  n e ig h b o r  must in  tu rn  
defend  h i s  b e n e fa c to r s  from  a l l  a t t a c k e r s ,  even members o f  h i s  own 
t r i b e .  The p a tro n  b a y t  m ust p ro v id e  a l l  t h a t  th e  n e ig h b o r  r e q u i r e s  to  
make a  l iv i n g ,  som etim es in c lu d in g  an a llo tm e n t o f  la n d  f o r  c u l t iv a t io n  
and a llo w in g  them a c c e ss  t o  th e  b a y t ' s  p a s tu re  la n d  and w e l ls .  Complex 
m utual o b l ig a t io n s  in  th e  e v e n t o f  w ar betw een th e  t r i b e s  o f  th e  o r i -
-» Q
g in a l  b a y t  and th e  n e ig h b o r  a re  e n fo rc e d  by co n v en tio n .
The g ra n t in g  o f  th e  r e q u e s t  t o  become a  t e n t  n e ig h b o r  le n d s  p re ­
s t i g e  to  th e  b a y t , and a ls o  p ro v id e s  i t s  members w ith  " p o te n t i a l  c l i e n t s
19and p o l i t i c a l  a l l i e s  in  t r i b a l  d i s p u te s ."  Large numbers o f  c l i e n t s  
who may e v e n tu a lly  be in c o rp o ra te d  in to  a  l in e a g e  h e lp  t o  enhance i t s
C—h o n o r, because  th e  p iv o t  p o in ts  f o r  th e  v a lu e s  o f  s h a r a f  and a r  among 
th e  Bedouins a re  k in s h ip  and l iv e s to c k ;  b o th  c o n tr ib u te  to  a  m an 's po­
l i t i c a l  power and s o c ia l  s e c u r i t y ,  and he th e r e f o r e  p r o te c t s  b o th  w ith  
20e q u a l z e a l .  For th e  s e t t l e d  A rab, k in sh ip  and p o s s e s s io n s  assume 
much th e  same im p o rta n c e , f o r  fam ily  h e lp s  to  p ro v id e  w asta  (connec­
t io n s  o r  " p u l l" )  and w e a lth  g iv e s  power.
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The p e n a l t i e s  f o r  v i o la t i n g  th e  r ig h t s  o f  r e fu g e , fa c e  o r  n e ig h ­
borhood  a re  s e v e re ,  as th e s e  r i g h t s  p ro v id e  a  m easure o f  s e c u r i ty  in  th e
h o s t i l e  c o n te x t o f  th e  d e s e r t .  Anyone who p u rp o se ly  v i o l a t e s  th e  c u s -
21tom i s  fo rc e d  t o  pay a  heavy f in e ,  known as "honor m oney." The o b l i ­
g a tio n s  o f  a l l  t h r e e  ty p e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  th o s e  o f  
th e  g u e s t and h o s t  e la b o r a te d ,  f o r  by  s h a r in g  food o r  c o f f e e ,  th e  " s a l t  
b o n d ,"  w ith  i t s  m utual o n b l ig a t io n s , i s  e s ta b l i s h e d .
The p o s i t i v e  s o c io c u l tu r a l  v a lu a t io n  o f  e x te n s iv e ly  generous 
h o s p i t a l i t y  c e r t a i n l y  re a c h e s  beyond th e  e n v iro n s  o f  th e  d e s e r t  p ro p e r , 
as anyone who h a s  been s u b je c te d  t o  th e  deluge  o f  s o f t  d r in k s ,  t e a ,  
c o f f e e ,  fo o d , s w e e ts , n u t s ,  f r u i t s  and so on o f f e r e d  by  an Arab h o s t  
o r  h o s te s s  knows. I t  i s  n o t uncommon to  h e a r  o f  in s ta n c e s  in  w hich a 
g u e s t was t r e a t e d  to  a  f e a s t  even  though i t  m ight mean t h a t  th e  h o s t ’s 
fa m ily  go hung ry . The p h ilo so p h y  b e h in d  t h i s  s o r t  o f  b e h a v io r  ap p ears  
in  fo u r  p ro v erb s  exam ined h e re ,  t h e i r  them es b e in g  t h a t  "He who d i s ­
honors h i s  p o s s e s s io n s  hon o rs  h im se lf"C U l; c f .  ^0 ,U 2 ,^33 .
Thus we see  t h a t  th e  e le v e n  p ro v e rb s  h e re  w hich d e a l  w ith  ho s­
p i t a l i t y  and g e n e ro s i ty  a r e ,  in  t h e i r  judgm en ts, c o n s is te n t  b o th  among 
th em se lv es  and w ith  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  l i t e r a t u r e .  T ab le  t  shows t h a t  
g e n e ro s i ty  i s  in v a r i a b ly  seen  as a  co v e rin g  f o r  shame and i s  a s s o c ia te d  
w ith  h o n o r, a lth o u g h  in d is c r im in a te  o r  e x c e s s iv e  g e n e ro s i ty  can be 
f o o l i s h  o r  even d an g ero u s. S t in g in e s s  i s ,  in  c o n t r a s t ,  re g a rd e d  as 
sham eful and h a t e f u l .  Hone o f  th e  p ro v e rb s  e x to l  any v i r t u e s  in  t h r i f t ,  
w hich i s  c o n s is te n t  w ith  e th n o g ra p h ic  d a ta  and , b a sed  on s u b je c t iv e  
o b s e rv a t io n , w ith  sp en d in g  b e h a v io r  in  Arab c o u n tr ie s .
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Revenge
One o f  th e  m ost im p o rta n t a s p e c ts  o f  ho n o r, p a r t i c u l a r l y  among 
nomadic and v i l l a g e  A ra h s , i s  th e  n e c e s s i ty  to  avenge o f fe n s iv e  a c ts  
a g a in s t  o n e s e l f ,  o n e’ s l in e a g e ,  o r  o n e 's  w ife . Revenge ( t h a ' r ) i s  one 
o f  th e  a c t iv e  modes o f  r e a l i z i n g  th e  s o c ia l  id e a l  o f  h o n o r, and i s  a ls o  
one o b l ig a t io n  o f  th e  h o s t  t o  th e  g u e s t under th e  r u le s  o f  r e fu g e , 
fa c e  and ne ighborhood .
In  s p i t e  o f  i t s  im portance  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab c u l t u r e ,  few of 
th e  p ro v e rb s  lo c a te d  f o r  t h i s  s tu d y  concern  rev en g e . Yet th e  a t t i t u d e  
tow ard  revenge i s  p o s i t i v e  in  th e  few t h a t  were found ; m ost c l e a r l y  
s t a t e d ,  th e  id e a  i s  t h a t  "To ta k e  revenge i s  no dishonor"C 521. F u r th e r ,  
th e  n o tio n  o f  p a t r o n / c l i e n t  r e l a t i o n s h ip  i s  c i t e d  in  th e  s a y in g , "D is­
honored  i s  he who has  no in s o le n t  d e fe n d e r  ( s a f l h ) " C51U- B urckhard t
e x p la in s  t h a t  s a f l h  r e f e r s  i n  Egypt t o  p eo p le  who f ig h t  o th e r  p e o p le ’s
22v e rb a l  b a t t l e s  f o r  them . By th e  same to k e n , a p e rso n  who has  no 
k in  group o r  p a tro n  la c k s  th e  r e s o u rc e s  t o  defend  h i s  honor and i s  
th e r e f o r e  s u b je c t  t o  lo s in g  i t .
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A lthough th e  id e a l  o f  vengence i s  a  l i t e r a l  "eye f o r  an e y e ,"  
one-upm anship i s  e x to l le d  in  th e  sa y in g s  "He who s te p s  on y o u r f o o t ,  
s te p  on h i s  n e c k "£533 and "He who s p i t s  on y o u r palm , s p i t  on h i s  
heard"C5Un. The im p lem en ta tion  o f  t h i s  r u l e  co u ld , o f  c o u rs e , p ro lo n g  
te n s io n s  r a t h e r  th a n  e q u a liz e  r e l a t i o n s , c e r t a i n l y  a  s o c ia l  d y s fu n c tio n  
o f  "h o n o rab le"  b e h a v io r . In  f a c t ,  b lo o d  feu d s  do sometim es c o n tin u e  
o v e r long  p e r io d s  o f  t im e , in v o lv in g  m u lt ip le  g e n e ra tio n s  o f  th e  l i n e ­
a g e s . T his i s  p o s s ib le  in  p a r t  b e c a u se , due t o  group r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
f o r  an i n d iv i d u a l 's  a c t io n s ,  any member o f  th e  l in e a g e  may be th e  t a r ­
g e t  o f  a v i c t im 's  rev en g e . T h is p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  coupled  w ith  th e  need  to  
m a in ta in  fam ily  h o n o r, i s  a p o w e rfu l in c e n t iv e  f o r  th e  group t o  p o l ic e  
i t s  own members' b e h a v io r , a lth o u g h  i t  does n o t do away w ith  v io la t i o n s .  
P ro lo n g ed  v e n d e tta s  a ls o  r e s u l t  p a r t i a l l y  from th e  w id esp read  n o tio n  
t h a t  p a tie n c e  i s  in d eed  a  v i r t u e  when p l o t t i n g  rev en g e , and i t  may be 
n e c e s s a ry  t o  w a it  a long  t im e , as e v in c e d  in  th e  p ro v erb  "The Bedouin 
to o k  revenge a f t e r  f o r ty  y e a rs  and s a id :  I  am e a r l i e r  ( th a n  I  expec­
t e d ) . " 23
Some a c ts  o f  revenge a re  re sp o n se s  t o  p h y s ic a l  a s s a u l t s ,  such  as 
m urder, i n ju r y  o r  r a p e ,  b u t many a re  lau n ch ed  in  r e t a l i a t i o n  f o r  a t ­
ta c k s  on a  m an 's o r a  g ro u p 's  h o n o r. When, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  a  band  o f  
B edouins r a id s  a h o s t i l e  camp o r  g ro u p , th e y  b o l s t e r  t h e i r  own honor 
n o t only  by r a id in g  t h e i r  enem y's camp and d is p la y in g  manly co u rag e , 
b u t  a ls o  because  by so  doing  th e  a t t a c k e r s  s u l ly  th e  honor o f  t h e i r  
fo e . In  t u r n ,  sh o u ld  th e  r a id e r s  be u n s u c c e s s fu l ,  th e y  a re  shamed
2ij.
" re g a rd le s s  o f  th e  courage o r  th e  m i l i t a r y  a b i l i t y  th e y  may have shown." 
Because honor i s  g a in ed  in  such  cases  a t  th e  expense o f  o th e r  p e o p le ,
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i t  i s  e x p e c te d  t h a t  th e  wronged (shamed) p a r ty  w i l l  a tte m p t t o  avenge 
h im s e lf  as soon as f e a s i b l e ,  even i f  on ly  a f t e r  f o r ty  y e a r s .
I t  i s  s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  d e s p ite  th e  c e n t r a l i t y  o f  revenge in  Arab 
c u l t u r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  among nomadic and v e ry  t r a d i t i o n a l  e lem en ts  o f  
s o c ie ty ,  on ly  f iv e  p ro v e rb s , o r  U.l+% o f  th e  p ro v e rb s  d e a lin g  w ith  honor 
and shame and c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  s u b je c t s ,  concern  rev en g e . P o s s ib ly  b e ­
cause o f  th e  a p p a re n t c u l t u r a l  concensus re g a rd in g  th e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  
ta k in g  revenge when w ronged, i t  i s  n o t a to p ic  r e q u i r in g  r h e t o r i c a l  
s u p p o rt th ro u g h  p r o v e r b ia l  o p in io n ; revenge i s  n o t a  s u b je c t  to  be de­
b a te d . In  a d d i t io n ,  i t  may be t h a t  o th e r  g e n re s  o f  f o lk lo r e  d e a l w ith  
revenge more v i s i b l y .
F a m ilie s  and Honor 
The concep t o f  fa m ily  honor i s  one o f  th e  m ost im p o rta n t i s s u e s  
in  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab s o c ie ty .  S u r v iv a l ,  b o th  p h y s ic a l  and s o c i a l ,  de­
pends upon h av in g  k insm en , f o r  th e y  h e lp  i n  tim es  o f  d a n g e r, and sh a re
25r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  th e  b e h a v io r  o f  a l l  fam ily  members. As has been
d is c u s s e d , th e  c o l l e c t i v e  s t a t u s ,  honor and p r e s t ig e  o f  th e  group i s
a f f e c te d  by th e  b e h a v io r  o f  i t s  s e p a ra te  members j u s t  as th e  i n d iv id u a l ’s
s ta n d in g  i s  de te rm in ed  in  la r g e  p a r t  by  t h a t  o f  th e  k in s h ip  group.
M usil s u c c in c t ly  d e s c r ib e s ,  in  term s r e le v a n t  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arabs
g e n e r a l ly ,  th e  im portance  o f  k in  to  th e  Rw ayll B edouin: th e  fam ily  o f
26th e  Rw ayll " p r o te c t s  him from i n j u s t i c e  and s u f f e r s  f o r  h i s  g u i l t . "
K in sh ip  a f f e c t s  th e  honor o f  th e  l in e a g e  o r  c la n  in  a number o f  
w ays. The s iz e  o f  th e  l in e a g e ,  t h a t  i s  th e  number o f  o f f s p r in g ,  sym­
b o l iz e s  s e x u a l  v i r i l i t y  and m a s c u l in i ty ,  q u a l i t i e s  w hich assume s p e c ia l
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s ig n i f ic a n c e  in  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  a b s o lu te  c h a s t i t y  o f  fem ales  r e q u ir e d
by th e  c u l tu r e .  A l a r g e  l in e a g e  a ls o  se rv e s  as a  d e te r r e n t  a g a in s t
a g g re s s io n  o f  any k in d , in c lu d in g  i n j u s t i c e  and m a ltre a tm e n t, w h ile  a t
th e  same tim e p ro v id in g  a  p o te n t  s t r i k i n g  fo rc e  w hich can be  u sed  in
27r a id s  a g a in s t  h o s t i l e  g ro u p s.
Good deeds and r i g h t  a c t io n s  am p lify  th e  hono r and p r e s t ig e  o f  
th e  b a y t  (househo ld ) and su b se q u e n tly  o f  th e  l in e a g e  and c la n .  Sham eful 
a c t io n s  b r in g  shame f i r s t  to  th e  a c to r  and th e  b a y t ,  th e n  t o  th e  l a r g e r
p  Q
g roup . The cu m u la tiv e  hono r o f  th e  l in e a g e  o r  c la n ,  d e r iv e d  from a l l  
i t s  members' in v id u a l  a c t s , i n  tu r n  a f f e c t s  th e  i n d iv i d u a l s ' honor and 
p r e s t i g e .  The b a y t  i s  th e  c e n t r a l  u n i t  o f  s o c ia l  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  "and  a l ­
though  i t  d e r iv e s  much o f  i t s  p r e s t ig e  and honour from  th e  l in e a g e  o r
c la n  o f  w hich i t  form s a  p a r t ,  i t  c o n tr ib u te s  in  t u r n  t o  t h a t  honour
29(o r  red u ces  i t )  by th e  b e h a v io u r  o f  i t s  m em bers."
30The f iv e  p ro v e rb s  a t  hand w hich concern  th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e ­
tw een k in s h ip  on th e  one hand and honor o r  shame on th e  o th e r  c l e a r ly  
r e i t e r a t e  th e  dependence o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  on h i s  fa m ily  f o r  h i s  h o n o r. 
Three o f  th e  ite m s  s t a t e  t h a t  honor d e r iv e s  from  th e  fa m ily ;  th e  f i r s t  
o f  t h e s e ,  a lth o u g h  m e ta p h o ric a l  in  t h a t  th e  s u b je c t  i s  h o rse s  r a t h e r  
th a n  p e o p le , i s  s t i l l  q u i te  s tr a ig h t f o rw a r d  in  m eaning: "The honor 
(ci z z ) o f  h o rse s  i s  in  t h e i r  s ta b le s"C 1 0 1 3 . The o th e r  two d e fin e  more 
by o p p o s it io n . "He who th row s o f f  h i s  c lo th e s  s h a l l  f in d  h im s e lf  naked"
C1031 a llu d e s  t o  th e  sham efu l v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a w a itin g  th e  p e rso n  who
31le a v e s  th e  p r o te c t iv e  k in s h ip  c i r c l e  f o r  nakedness i s  a  d ish o n o ra b le  
s t a t e  because  i t  f u l l y  n e g a te s  th e  m odesty code w hich h o ld s  sway f o r  
b o th  men and women in  Arab s o c ie ty .  So p o w erfu l i s  th e  m odesty code,
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Antoun o b se rv es  t h a t  even o f fe n s e s  w hich have n o th in g  to  do w ith  modes­
t y ,  f o r  in s ta n c e  a s s a u l t  o r  m urder, a re  d e f in e d  and d e s c r ib e d  as b re a ­
ches o f  m odesty . In  Jo rd a n  a  man w i l l ,  a f t e r  such  an o f fe n s e ,  say  "My 
hono r i s  exposed  (Ci r d l  im bayrii) , "  u s in g  th e  te rm  w hich i s  s t r o n g ly  
a s s o c ia te d  w ith  s e x u a l honor ( ci r d ) . The s e x u a l im p l ic a t io n  o f  th e  in ­
s u l t  to  honor in  such  n o n -se x u a l c o n te x ts  i s  made e :q ? l ic i t  in  a n o th e r  
e x p re s s io n  a ls o  u sed  in  th e s e  c a se s :  "He has  screw ed my hono r (nak  
c i r d l ) . "  Antoun goes on t o  say  t h a t  " th e r e  seems t o  be a  double  mean­
in g  in  th e  t e m  cz r d  w hich u n i te s  th e  body o f  th e  woman and th e  honor
op
o f  th e  m an." T his l i n k  i s  n o t s u r p r i s in g ,  f o r  as n o te d  e a r l i e r  and 
d is c u s s e d  in  more d ep th  in  th e  n e x t s e c t io n ,  a  d i s t i n c t  and s i g n i f i c a n t  
p o r t io n  o f  a  m an 's hono r i s  dependent on th e  women to  whom he i s  r e ­
l a t e d .  F u rth e rm o re , th e  i n s u l t  t o  honor w hich i s  in h e re n t  in  a s s a u l t ,  
f a t a l  o r  n o t ,  c o n s is t s  o f  th e  d e s i r e  to  dom inate on a  p h y s ic a l  l e v e l ,  
w hich i s  analogous t o  th e  Arab c u l t u r a l  co n c ep tio n  o f  th e  sex  a c t  a s
•3-3
an a c t  o f  m ale d o m ina tion . P h y s ic a l  a s s a u l t  i s  n o t u n l ik e  se x u a l 
in te r c o u r s e  as i t  in v o lv e s  as i n t r u s i o n  in to  th e  b o d i ly  i n t e g r i t y  o r 
" p e rs o n a l space"  o f  a n o th e r  p e rso n  w ith o u t p e rm iss io n . Even in  th e  
case  o f  w i l l f u l  n o n -m a r ita l  sex  on th e  p a r t  o f  a  woman, th e  key  to  th e  
a s s a u l t  on h e r  k in sm e n 's  honor i s  t h a t  she d o e s n 't  have th e  r i g h t  to  
be  w i l l f u l  about h e r  s e x u a l i ty .  Thus any man who h as  s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s  
w ith  h e r  v io la te s  th e  honor o f  h e r  m ale r e l a t i v e s  by to u c h in g  a  " p a r t"  
o f  th e  man w ith o u t h i s  p e rm is s io n , as does an a s s a u l t  on a  m ale fam ily  
member.
The t h i r d  p ro v e rb  w hich a s s o c ia te s  honor w ith  k in s h ip  say s  "He 
who abandons h i s  c la n  i s  h u m il ia te d  (d h a l l )"C102D. Two a l t e r n a t e  i n ­
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t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  th e  p ro v erb  a re  p o s s ib l e ,  a lth o u g h  b o th  co n firm  th e  
i n s e p a r a b i l i t y  o f  honor and fa m ily . One p o s s ib le  m essage o f  th e  p ro ­
v e rb  i s  s im i la r  to  th e  p re v io u s  item  in  t h a t  a  p e rso n  who le a v e s  h i s  
fa m ily  b e h in d  w i l l  have no p r o te c t io n  from  h u m il ia t io n . The a l t e r ­
n a t iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  a  p e rso n  who f a i l s  t o  h e lp  h i s  c la n  in  
tim e  o f  n eed , o r  p o s s ib ly  who abandons them  by com m itting an a c t  d e t r i ­
m e n ta l to  them , in c u rs  shame as th e  r e s u l t  o f  d ish o n o ra b le  b e h a v io r .
The rem ain ing  two p ro v e rb s  in  t h i s  s e c t io n  in d ic a te  t h a t  f a m i l ie s  
bestow  shame on in d iv id u a l s , a  r a t h e r  unhappy view  o f  k in d re d  r e l a t i o n ­
s h ip s .  One ite m  a t t r i b u t e s  a  c h i l d 's  la c k  o f  honor to  fam ily  o r  pa­
r e n t s :  "'The shame o f  th e  son i s  from h i s  fa m ily ” CloW - A nother a s ­
c r ib e s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  a  g ro u p 's  d ish o n o r  t o  i t s  l e a d e r ,  th e  p a t r i ­
a rc h : ''The shame o f  th e  f lo c k  i s  from  th e  shepherd"C105H.
P r o v e rb ia l  o p in io n  c le a r ly  concu rs w ith  i d e a l  and r e a l  c u l tu r e  
on th e  im portance  o f  f a m i ly - in d iv id u a l  t i e s .  A lthough i t  canno t f a i r l y  
be  s a id  t h a t  in d iv id u a ls  and in d iv i d u a l i t y  a re  un im portan t in  Arab 
c u l t u r e ,  i t  a ls o  canno t be den ied  t h a t  th e  fundam en ta l i d e n t i t y  o f  th e  
in d iv id u a l  i s  b ased  on membership in  g ro u p s , and th e  most im m ediate and 
s i g n i f i c a n t  o f  them i s  th e  k in s h ip  g roup . Most r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and 
e x p e c ta tio n s  re v o lv e  around f a m i l ie s  and in v o lv e  r e c ip r o c i ty  betw een 
th e  group and th e  in d iv id u a l ,  and th e  e lem en ts  o f  honor and shame a re  
among th e  m ost, i f  n o t th e  m o st, i n f l u e n t i a l  f a c to r s  in  th e  dynamics o f  
in d iv id u a l-k in g ro u p  r e l a t i o n s .
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Women and Honor
Men and women a r e ,  a c c o rd in g  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  M iddle E a s te rn  b e ­
l i e f s ,  o f  ra d ic a lly "  d i f f e r e n t  n a tu r e s ,  and a lth o u g h  th e  two sex es  a re  
m u tu a lly  dep en d en t, t h e i r s  i s  a  sy m b io sis  o f te n  w rought w ith  s u s p ic io n . 
Men a re  h e ld  to  "be l e g a l ly  and e c o n o m ica lly  s u p e r io r  and dom inant, 
y e t  a re  a lso ; though t; to  he  v u ln e ra b le  to  women in  many w ays. Bound up 
w ith  th e s e  n o tio n s  a re  th e  s o c ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  s e x u a l s e g re g a tio n  
(p r a c t ic e d  w ith  more o r  l e s s  s e v e r i ty  in  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s )  and c l e a r -  
c u t d iv is io n  o f  l a b o r .
S e x u a li ty  o f  b o th  men and women i s  s t r e s s e d ,  b u t t h a t  o f  women 
i s  more fe a re d  b ecau se  t h e i r  se x u a l conduct i s  t i e d  to  th e  honor o f  
t h e i r  m ale r e l a t i v e s .  Men a re  th u s  s u s p ic io u s  o f  women, and behave as 
though th e y  b e l ie v e  t h a t  women have s tro n g  s e x u a l im p u lses  w hich th e y  
( th e  women) a re  to o  weak to  c o n t r o l .  Hence th e  h a rn e s s in g  o f  a  woman’s 
s e x u a l i ty  f a l l s  t o  h e r  m ale k in .  There i s  a  c o n f l i c t ,  c f  c o u rs e , f o r  
even w h ile  men b o a s t  o f  t h e i r  own v i r i l i t y ,  th e y  must be  on guard  so 
as  n o t to  f a l l  v ic t im , th ro u g h  t h e i r  w iv e s , d a u g h te rs  and s i s t e r s ,  t o  
th e  v i r i l i t y  o f  o th e r  men.
F e a r  o f  s e x u a l p r o c l i v i t i e s  o f  fem ales o f te n  le a d s  t o  t h e i r
e a r ly  m a rr ia g e , u s u a l ly  t o  a  man o f  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ' c h o ic e . The average
m a r i ta l  age f o r  g i r l s  i s  in c r e a s in g ,  b u t  ro m an tic  lo v e  on th e  one hand
and m arria g e  on th e  o th e r  a re  s t i l l  l a r g e ly  s e p a r a te  i n s t i t u t i o n s .
A rab ic  l i t e r a t u r e  and f o lk lo r e  a re  r e p l e t e  w ith  c o u r ts h ip  and ro m a n tic ,
o f te n  t r a g i c ,  lo v e , "b u t n o t betw een men and women who m arry  one ano- 
, 3I1
t h e r .  D ating  as i t  i s  known i n  th e  West i s  v e ry  r a r e .
R eproduced  with perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 5 7
I t  h as  som etim es been  c la im ed  t h a t  nomadic and v i l l a g e  women 
en joy  more freedom  th a n  do c i t y  women s in c e  th e y  a re  f re q u e n tly  seen  
u n v e ile d . However, s e x u a l s e g re g a tio n  in  r u r a l  a re a s  i s  c l e a r l y  d e l i ­
n e a te d , and " th e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  women in  farm ing  i s  due to  d i r e  ne­
c e s s i t y  and i s  n o t an i n d ic a t io n  o f  any r e la x a t io n  o f  th e  s e g re g a tio n  
35p r i n c i p l e . "  M en's and women's a re a s  o f  th e  nomadic t e n t  a re  s e p a ra te d
by a  woven p a r t i t i o n ,  and , a s  G ulick  i n d i c a t e s ,  " th e  id eo lo g y  o f  male
36s u p e r io r i t y  and fem ale i n f e r i o r i t y  i s  e x p re sse d  as v o c if e ro u s ly  by
37th e  p a s to r a l  p eo p le  as i t  i s  by o th e r  M iddle E a s te r n e r s ."  In d eed ,
in  p la c e s  such as  Kuwait i t  i s  p r im a r i ly  th e  Bedouin women who w ear th e
burquc  and b u sh ly a  ( fa c e  v e i l s ) ,  w h ile  u rban  women, even th o s e  who w ear 
c  — 38th e  abayya  , go b a re - f a c e d .  A lthough th e r e  a re  v a r i a t io n s  a c co rd in g
to  lo c a t io n ,  e d u c a t io n , s o c ia l  c la s s  and r e l i g io u s  o rth o d o x y , th e  b a s ic
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  o f  r o le s  and e x p e c ta tio n s  b a se d  on gender i s  s t i l l  a
fundam en ta l e lem ent o f  M iddle E a s te rn  s o c ie ty .
In  p a t e r n a l i s t i c  s o c i e t i e s  l i k e  th o se  o f  nomadic and s e d e n ta ry
A rabs, w here men occupy th e  dom inant s o c ia l  p o s i t io n  in  a l l  a s p e c ts
and a c t i v i t i e s  o f  l i f e ,  i t  i s  lo g ic a l  f o r  th e  honor o f  th e  group to  be
d e te rm in ed  l a r g e ly  by th e  b e h a v io r  and achievem ents o f  men r a t h e r  th a n
women. In  s p i t e  o f  t h i s ,  Arab women can and do p la y  an obvious r o le
in  th e  honor o f  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  and l in e a g e s  in  what Abou-Zeid c a l l s  "a
un ique and d e c is iv e  way t h a t  canno t be ig n o re d  o r  m in im iz e d .. . . th e
woman's own conduct in  d a i ly  l i f e  b e a rs  h e a v ily  on th e  honour o f  h e r  
3 9
p e o p le . She i s  l in k e d  c o n c e p tu a lly  w ith  th e  s a c re d , th e  haram.
The word haram can mean s a c re d , sa n c tu a ry  o r  w ife ;  th e  harlm  (women's 
•  •
q u a r te r s  and i t s  o c c u p an ts)  o f  a  home i s  haram  ( taboo) t o  men o u ts id e
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th e  fa m ily . The hurma ( re s p e c ta b le  woman o r  w ife )  i s  th u s  in v io la b le  
and in  t h a t  sen se  s a c r o s a n c t .  She a l s o  p o sse s se s  s i t r  (m odesty) and i s  
m astura  ( c h a s te ) ,  te rm s w hich a re  r e l a t e d  t o  th e  verb  s a ta r a , t o  v e i l  o r  
c o n c e a l, and th e  noun s u tr a ,  a  c o v e rin g  o r s c re e n . The c o n n o ta tio n  o f  
th e s e  r e l a t e d  m eanings i s  c l e a r l y  t h a t  a  v i r tu o u s  woman i s  p r o te c te d  o r  
c o n c ea led , p r e f e r a b ly  th ro u g h  m a rr ia g e  as soon a f t e r  m enarch as p o s s i ­
b l e .  The n o tio n  o f  m arriag e  as  p r o te c t io n ,  l i t e r a l l y  as a  c o v e rin g , i s  
i l l u s t r a t e d  in  th e  fo llo w in g  two p ro v e rb s : "M arriage  i s  a  covering"C873 
and "A g i r l ' s  co v e rin g  i s  h e r  m arria g e "C 8 6 l. What i s  she p r o te c te d  
a g a in s t?  Antoun w r i te s  t h a t  "The unm entioned b u t  assumed a g g re s s o r  i s  
th e  m ale who th r e a te n s  h e r  m odesty.
The te rm  i r d  means honor and in c o rp o ra te s  a  number o f  e lem en ts : 
co u rag e , h o n e s ty , t r u t h f u l n e s s ,  v e n d e t ta ,  g e n e r o s i ty ,  in v u ln e r a b i l i t y
o f  th e  abode, and , pe rhaps m ost im p o r ta n t ly ,  c h a s t i t y  o f  fem ale r e l a -
1+1 ct i v e s .  In  c u r r e n t  u sa g e , i r d  h a s  become r e s t r i c t e d ,  i t s  meaning
r e l a t i n g  p r im a r i ly  t o  th e  v i r t u e  o f  a  woman o r  even h e r  b e a u ty . In
Q
E gyp t, r e p o r t s  B. F a r e s ,  th e  i r d  o f  a  man depends i n  g e n e ra l  on h i s
1+2w if e 's  r e p u ta t io n  and t h a t  o f  a l l  h i s  fem ale r e l a t i v e s .  The i n d iv i ­
d u a l 's  ci r d  stem s from t h a t  o f  h i s  k in s h ip  g ro u p , w hich in  tu rn  r e s t s
upon th e  number o f  i t s  m em bers, th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  i t s  p o e ts  and o r a to r s ,
14.-3
i t s  v i c t o r i e s  and ind ep en d en ce , and , most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  th e  rep u ­
t a t i o n  o f  i t s  women. A f a m i ly 's  o r  l in e a g e 's  r e p u ta t io n  b a sed  on i t s  
s h a r a f  (g e n e ra l  honor) and ci r d  (se x u a l honor) r e f l e c t s  on a l l  i t s  
members and a f f e c t s  t h e i r  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  in  l i f e ;  honor o f  th e  w i f e 's  
fam ily  i s  re g a rd e d , in  p r o v e r b ia l  o p in io n , as a b s o lu te ly  e s s e n t i a l  to  
th e  husband [81+D, more im p o rta n t th a n  w e a lth  C82D and a  s h ie ld  from 
g o ss ip  C83H.
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A s i g n i f i c a n t  amount o f  a  man’s honor r e s t s  in  th e  women o f  h i s  
fa m ily . P a s to r a l  and t r a d i t i o n a l  a g r i c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t i e s  v a lu e  la r g e  
f a m i l ie s  and t h i s  te n d s  to  fo cu s a t t e n t i o n  on women, f o r  th e y  b r in g  
f o r th  c h i ld r e n ,  who ( p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  so n s) g iv e  th e  fam ily  p o l i t i c a l  
and economic l i f e .  S c h n e id e r  th u s  r e f e r s  t o  women as a  s o r t  o f  n a tu r a l  
re s o u rc e  as w e ll  as a  r e p o s i to r y  o f  fa m ily  and l in e a g e  h o n o r. The 
s a n c t i ty  o f  th e  b a y t .  th e  t e n t  o r  house and i t s  o c c u p a n ts , i s  c lo s e ly  
t i e d  t o  th e  s a n c t i ty  o f  women; b o th  a re  haram  ( fo rb id d e n )  t o  s t r a n g e r s  
and a re  t o  be  guarded  by men i n  o rd e r  to  g u a re n te e  b lo o d  p a te r n i t y  o f  
o f f s p r in g  who w i l l  i n h e r i t  p a t r i l i n e a l l y .
The in v es tm e n t o f  fa m ily  honor in  women, says J u d i th  S tiehm , 
" c r e a te s  a  k in d  o f  bondage f o r  m e n ." ^  A la r g e  p o r t io n  o f  t h e i r  honor 
i s  c o n t r o l le d  by fem ale  r e l a t i v e s ,  who a re  c o n seq u e n tly  s u b je c t  to  
t h e i r  m ale r e l a t i v e s '  a tte m p ts  to  c o n tr o l  them ; a  woman's r e p u ta t io n ,  
and t h a t  o f  h e r  fam ily  as w e l l ,  depends, a c c o rd in g  to  A bou-Zeid, "on 
h e r  w i l l in g n e s s  t o  o b se rv e  th e  r i g i d  and se v e re  r u le s  g o v ern in g  se x u a l
k6r e l a t i o n s h ip s  and on h e r  a b i l i t y  to  p re s e rv e  h e r  c h a s t i t y . "  Male 
r e l a t i v e s  te n d  t o  f e e l  s tro n g  bonds o f  l o y a l ty  t o  one a n o th e r  b u t to  
be h ig h ly  s u s p ic io u s  o f  o th e r  m ales and o f  fem a le s . The m ain c o n t r i ­
b u t io n  a  woman can make t o  h e r  l in e a g e 's  honor i s  th ro u g h  th e  " p a s s iv e  
r o le  o f  p re s e rv in g  h e r  c h a s t i t y  and p u r i t y .  The d isc o v e ry  t h a t  a 
woman has y ie ld e d  t o  h e r  s e x u a l d r iv e s  o u ts id e  m arria g e  i s  a  d e v a s ta tin g  
blow  t o  fam ily  h o n o r, and women a re  th e r e f o r e  se c lu d e d  and v e i le d  
i n  v a ry in g  d eg rees  to  p re v e n t t h e i r  c o n ta c t  w ith  s tr a n g e  men. So p e r ­
v a s iv e  i s  th e  f e a r  f o r  honor as embodied in  women t h a t  m ost o f  th e  
p ro v e rb s  g iv e  a  d e c id e d ly  n e g a tiv e  and m orbid  view  o f  fem ale  r e l a t i v e s ,
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p a r t i c u l a r l y  d a u g h te rs  and s i s t e r s .  G ir ls  a re  p o r tr a y e d  as a  so u rce  o f  
shame and v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  enem ies £883, o f  w orry  £89 ,923 , and o f  fu ­
t i l e  e f f o r t s  £9^3. The d a u g h te r , because  she may m arry i n to  a n o th e r  
l in e a g e  and th u s  s u b je c t  h e r  own l i e n a g e 's  honor (Ci r d )  t o  a n o th e r 's  
s te w a rd s h ip , i s  a  s t r a n g e r  £98H and th e  m other o f  s t r a n g e r s  £993. 
though th r e e  p ro v e rb s  r e g a rd  d a u g h te rs  as a  b l e s s in g  £96,973 and. p re ­
s e rv e r  o f  th e  f a t h e r 's  memory £953, th e  d e a th  o f  a  d a u g h te r  i s  p ic tu r e d  
as f o r tu n a te  £90 ,913 . B i r th  custom s in  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab s o c ie t i e s  sup­
p o r t  th e  p r o v e r b ia l  a t t i t u d e ;  baby boys a re  g re e te d  by  th e  m idw ife w ith  
th e  z a g h a r l t  ( t r i l l s  o f  jo y )  and g i r l s  w ith  s i l e n c e  and , o c c a s io n a l ly ,  
condolences to  th e  f a t h e r .  T h is  i s  n o t to  say  t h a t  Arab men do n o t 
lo v e  t h e i r  d a u g h te rs  and s i s t e r s ;  n e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  dom inant a t t i t u d e  
m a n ife s te d  in  f o lk lo r e  i s  n o t a  happy one.
Dodd sum m arizes th e  p a t t e r n s  o f  ci r d  b a s e d  on c l a s s i c a l
Q
w r i t in g s  and contem porary  e th n o g ra p h ie s . I r d  , he e x p la in s ,  seems to
b e  a  s e c u la r  as opposed t o  r e l i g io u s  v a lu e ;  "The te rm  does n o t ap p ear
in  th e  Qurcan , a lth o u g h  b o th  th e  te rm  and th e  v e ry  h ig h  v a lu e  a tta c h e d
„  1*9
t o  i t  e x i s t e d  among th e  p re - I s la m ic  A rabs. I s la m ic  te a c h in g s  on
Q
women and on m ale -fem ale  r e l a t i o n s  su p p o rt i r d  i n d i r e c t l y ,  b u t  i t  i s  
n o t I s la m ic  p e r  s e ,  s u g g e s tin g  t h a t  th e  ci r d  p a t t e r n  can e x i s t  in  non- 
Muslim s o c i e t i e s .  cI r d  i s  a  q u a l i ty  o f  b o th  in d iv id u a ls  and g ro u p s ,
Q
b u t o n ly  th e  a g n a t ic  m ale r e l a t i v e s  p o s s e s s  common i r d  o r  a re  re sp o n -  
s ib l e  f o r  e n fo rc in g  th e  norms w hich r e p a i r  damage t o  i r d .  One o f  th e  
f a c to r s  d i s t in g u is h in g  th e  Arab husband -w ife  r e l a t i o n s h ip  from  th e  
same r e l a t i o n s h ip  i n  many W estern s o c ie t i e s  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  ag­
n a t i c  (b lo o d ) t i e  i s  more im p o rta n t th a n  th e  m a rr ia g e  t i e  in  m a tte rs
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concerned  w ith  s a fe g u a rd in g  i r d ,  a lth o u g h  husbands a re  ad v ise d  t h a t
"He who lo v e s  h i s  w ife  sh o u ld  g uard  h e r " [853.
cI r d  i s  s im p le  t o  lo s e  h u t  e x trem e ly  d i f f i c u l t  t o  re c o v e r ;
w r i te s  Dodd, " i t  may he l o s t  th ro u g h  a  s in g le  a c t  in  a  h r i e f  space  o f
t im e , and may ta k e  g e n e ra tio n s  to  r e s t o r e . " ^  Some p r o te c t io n  o f  fam ily
i r d  can he ac h ie v e d  th ro u g h  q u ick  r e a c t io n  a g a in s t  o f fe n s e ,  and a
fa m ily ’s i r d  can he in c r e a s e d  o r  d im in ish ed  hy th e  conduct o f  i t s
women and th e  demeanor o f  men tow ards i t s  w om en .^  P e n a l t ie s  f o r  v io -  
cl a t io n s  o f  i r d  can he s e v e r e ,  o c c a s io n a l ly  in c lu d in g  even c a p i t a l  pu­
n ishm en t, and a re  i n f l i c t e d  on women hy th e  men o f  t h e i r  own p a t r i -  
l in e a g e ,  o f te n  a t  th e  u rg in g  o f  fem ale  r e l a t i v e s .  Male t ra n s g re s s o rs -  .
may he p u n ish ed  as w e l l ,  and when th e y  a re  from o u ts id e  th e  p a t r i l i n e a g e
52t h e i r  punishm ent r a i s e s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e p r i s a l s  o r  feu d s .
The norms w hich su rro u n d  ci r d  in c lu d e  a c tio n s  w hich a re  on ly  r e ­
m ote ly  r e l a t e d  to  sex  ( lo u d  sp e e c h , ap p earin g  in  p u b l ic  p la c e s ,  h e a r in g ) ,  
and e x ten d  t o  s i t u a t i o n s  in  which c h a lle n g e s  t o  i r d  m ight a p p e a r . For 
t h i s  rea so n  more c o n s e rv a tiv e  Arab s o c ie t i e s  l im i t  th e  o c c u p a tio n s  t h a t
women may have " l e s t ,  in  th e  co u rse  o f  t h e i r  w ork, th e y  meet w ith  s i t u -
5 - 3
a tio n s  t h a t  in c u r  d is h o n o r ."  Both male and fem ale a c tio n s  a re  t h e r e ­
by e f f e c t i v e l y  c irc u m s c rib e d , as v a r io u s  s e c to r s  o f  s o c ie ty  m ust he 
se g re g a te d  hy g en d e r. A c t i v i t i e s  r e q u i r in g  p u b lic  v i s i b i l i t y  m ust he
l im i te d  t o  men: m ost o c c u p a tio n s , m ost economic d e a l in g s ,  and a l l  po­
et.
l i t i c a l  and m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t i e s . Educa t i on  must he s e g re g a te d  hy 
sex  as soon as s tu d e n ts  approach  a d o le sc e n c e , and a l l  fem ale a c t i v i t i e s ,  
such as h o u seh o ld  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  c h o re s , v i s i t i n g ,  and c h i ld r e a r in g ,  
must be p r iv a te  and c a r e f u l ly  s u p e r v i s e d .^  The a c t io n s  o f  men o u ts id e
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th e  fam ily  may "bring abou t l o s s  o f  i r d  s in c e  in a p p ro p r ia te  a c t io n s  can 
cause doubt abou t th e  r e p u ta t io n  o f  th e  fa m ily ’s women, even when th e  
a c t io n s  o f  th e  men a re  in d ep en d en t o f  th e  women's b e h a v io r ;  " th e  women 
may have done n o th in g  to  encou rage  th e  men, y e t  th e  men, by making ad-
rg
v a n c e s , b r in g  d ish o n o r  on th e  f a m ily ."  P a r t  o f  th e  re a so n  f o r  t h i s
may stem  from w hat Antoun te rm s " th e  f irm  b e l i e f  t h a t  women a re  th e
57i n i t i a t o r s  in  any i l l i c i t  r e l a t i o n s . "  As a  Moroccan woman p u t i t  in  
D aisy  H ilse  Dwyer’s r e p o r t ,  "women w ant n o th in g  b u t se x . They a re  b u i l t
C O
t h a t  way; t h e i r  m inds a re  in  t h e i r  g e n i t a l s . "  The view  o f  women as
a n im a l i s t i c  b e in g s  d r iv e n  by  in o r d in a te  s e x u a l i ty  and a g g re s s iv e n e s s ,
p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s r u p t iv e  to  s o c ie ty  and th re a te n in g  to  th e  k in  group and
i t s  honor p e rp e tu a te s  th e  b e l i e f  in  th e  m odesty code, th e  fu n c t io n  o f
w hich i s  to  c o u n te ra c t  th e  t h r e a t  w hich women's se x u a l d r iv e s  pose to
s o c ie ty ;  as Antoun e x p la in s ,  "Only th e  f u l l  observance o f  th e  m odesty
code c a n , a t  once , p r o te c t  th e  f r a g i l e  woman, f o r  she i s  a  m ir ro r  t h a t
59a  b r e a th  w i l l  c lo u d , and c o n ta in  th e  l u s t  t h a t  dw ells  w i th in  h e r . "
Q
I r d  i s  more a  q u e s tio n  o f  r e p u ta t io n  th a n  o f  f a c t .  P u b lic
o p in io n  becomes more im p o rta n t th a n  w hat a c tu a l ly  ta k e s  p la c e .  Thus,
i f  o bserved  by o r  known t o  o t h e r s ,  a  m an 's advances s u l l y  a  f a m ily 's
honor even when th e  woman i s  b la m e le s s . As a  r e s u l t ,  in  s p i t e  o f  th e
em phasis on v i r i l i t y ,  Dodd comments t h a t  "The c o n q u e s ts , b o a s t in g , and
p u b lic  b e h a v io r  o f  Don Juan  have few p a r a l l e l s  in  Arab l i t e r a t u r e  or
go
in  Arab s o c ia l  r e a l i t y . "  B o a s tin g  o f  conquests endangers th e  s o c ia l  
f a b r i c  because  i t  fo rc e s  th e  woman's fam ily  t o  p u n ish  h e r  and th e  
b r a g g a r t .  T h is a sp e c t o f  i r d  seems to  d i s t in g u is h  a  s o c ie ty  w hich
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Q
v a lu e s  honor o f  th e  i r d  ty p e  from one w hich v a lu e s  machismo , o r  m ale
. 6 lse x u a l p row ess.
T h is  i s  n o t t o  sa y  t h a t  th e  sex  d r iv e  i s  re g a rd e d  as  w eak; on th e  
c o n t r a r y ,  as a  fundam en ta l c a te g o ry  o f  w orldv iew , s e x u a l d r iv e s  a re  
g e n e r a l ly  p e rc e iv e d  as u n c o n tr o l la b le ,  so  t h a t  s o c ie ty  i s  s a fe  from 
chaos o n ly  i f  th e  sexes a re  s e c lu d e d  from  one a n o th e r . P ro p e r  r o le  
f u l f i l lm e n t  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  f a c t o r  c o n tr ib u t in g  to  fam ily  c i r d ,  f o r  as 
D eaver w r i te s
Being d e f in e d  as fem ale in c lu d e s  th e  d u ty  o f  a v o id in g  shame (se x u a l 
im p u r ity )  th e re b y  m a in ta in in g  th e  honor o f  th e  fa m ily . B eing  m ale 
in v o lv e s  th e  d u ty  o f  p r o te c t in g  th e  hono r o f  th e  group by  r e s p e c t in g  
fem ale  kinsm en CsicH and p r o te c t in g  them  from o u ts id e r s .
From th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  th e  p ro v e rb s ,  in  f a c t ,  b e in g  h o n o rab le  o r  
n o b le  (hurra )  in  i t s e l f  makes a  woman in v u ln e ra b le  in  much th e  same 
way i t  does a  man (se e  pp . lU l-1 ^ 2 ) ,  a lth o u g h  o f  co u rse  th e  co m position  
o f  n o b i l i t y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f o r  man o r  woman. In  any c a s e ,  i t  i s  s a id  
t h a t  "A f r e e  h o n o rab le  woman can w alk  among m yriads"H 79>801 w ith o u t 
f e a r  o f  m o le s ta t io n  o r  d ish o n o r . The p a rad o x  in h e re n t  in  t h i s  s t a t e ­
ment i s  t h a t  an h o n o rab le  woman would n o t w alk unaccom panied among 
m yriads in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e  e x c e p t under th e  m ost extrem e c irc u m s ta n c e s , 
as one f a c e t  o f  h o n o rab le  b e h a v io r  f o r  women in  t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c ie ty  i s  
v o lu n ta ry  s e c lu s io n  from th e  p u b l ic  a re n a .
CI r d  b e lo n g s  p r im a r i ly  t o  a  f a m ily ’ s m a le s ; says Dodd, "b e in g  
th em se lv es  th e  c i r d  o f  men, women (w ife -m o th e r , s i s t e r - d a u g h te r )  have
no i r d  o f  t h e i r  o w n . . . . "^3 £0j how ever, ta k e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
f o r  observance  and en fo rcem en t o f  th e  code. They w atch f o r  v io la t i o n s
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and f r e q u e n t ly  u rg e  th e  f a th e r  o r  "bro ther t o  do h is  d u ty  and p r o te c t
i r d  i n  ca se  o f  a  v i o la t i o n .  The c o n tro l  o f  women's c h a s t i ty  i s  n o t a
6kq u e s tio n  so much o f  m oral c o n sc ien ce  as o f  s o c i a l  c o n sc ie n c e . As w ith  
o th e r  p o in ts  o f  h o n o r , i t  i s  n o t  w hether o n e 's  b e h a v io r  i s  h o n o rab le  
o r  sham eful t h a t  i s  c r u c i a l ,  b u t  w hat s o c ie ty  b e l i e v e s .  M odesty, t h a t  
i s  la c k  o f  p u b l ic  d is p la y s  o f  any k in d , i s  so  v i t a l  t o  m ain tenance  o f  
i r d  and avo idance  o f  g o ss ip  t h a t  a  p ro v e rb  sa y s  "An immodest woman i s  
l i k e  s a l t l e s s  food"C813.
The d e f i n i t i o n  o f  manhood and b e l i e f s  abou t m ale honor a re  
c lo s e ly  a l l i e d  t o  th e  m eaning o f  womanhood and fem ale  m odesty . V i r i l i t y  
i s  an e s s e n t i a l  a t t r i b u t e  o f  manhood; a  man who i s  in c a p a b le  o f  con­
summating h i s  m a rr ia g e  i s  s a id  t o  be " l ik e  a  woman" o r  p o s s ib ly  marbut 
(bound) by th e  s p e l l  o f  a  je a lo u s  p e rs o n , o r  p o sse s se d  by a  je a lo u s  
j in n ly y a  (fem ale  demon). E x p lo i ta t iv e  and p r o te c t iv e  a c t i v i t i e s  a re  
re g a rd e d  as e lem en ts  o f  manhood , women, in  c o n t r a s t ,  a re  c o n s id e re d  
to  be l e g a l l y  and eco n o m ic lly  i n f e r i o r  to  men. C onsequen tly , t h e i r  
h o n o r, p r o p e r ty ,  and l i v e s  a re  s u b je c t  to  e x p lo i ta t io n  by men. I t  f o l ­
lows t h a t  women must be g u a rd ed , and th e  m odesty code i s  d es ig n ed  to
6 6  cp ro v id e  p r o te c t io n .  The ib n  aim  (FBS) i s  th e  c lo s e s t  male b lo o d  
r e l a t i v e  who can b o th  l e g i t im a te ly  e x p lo i t  th e  la b o r  and , more im por­
t a n t l y ,  th e  s e x u a l i ty  o f  a  woman and s t i l l  be  th e  g u a rd ia n  o f  h i s  own 
° i r d  th ro u g h  p r o te c t in g  h e r .  T h is  d u a l i ty  o f  th e  FBS-FBD r e l a t i o n s h ip  
ap p ears  t o  be th e  most im p o rta n t m o tiv a tio n  f o r  th e  s t a t e d  p re fe re n c e  
f o r  FBD m a rr ia g e  in  Arab c u l tu r e .
A :woman " r e p r e s e n ts  th e  fa m ily  in  i t s  a s p e c t  as a  m oral c o rp o ra ­
t io n  th ro u g h  h e r  r e p u ta t io n  f o r  m o d esty ,"  w r i te s  A ntoun, w h ile  a  man
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m a in ta in s  h i s  and h i s  f a m i ly 's  honor in  l a r g e  m easure hy  p r o te c t in g
6*7th e  m odesty o f  h i s  fem ale r e l a t i v e s .  The v a lu e s  o f  v i r i l i t y  and mo­
d e s ty , w hich a re  p a r t s  o f  th e  d e f in i t i o n  o f  manhood and womanhood r e ­
s p e c t iv e ly ,  canno t he u n d e rs to o d  in d e p e n d e n tly  as th e  two concep ts  a re
68" in v e rs e  and co m p lim en ta ry ,"  in  th e  words o f  A hu-Zahra. F u rth e rm o re , 
th e  r o le s  p la y e d  by th e s e  concep ts  in  a s s e s s in g  th e  in d iv id u a l  sh ack le  
th e  b e h a v io r  o f  b o th  se x es :
The whole i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  m odesty o f  women can be f u l l y  u n d e rs to o d  
on ly  in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  v a lu e s  o f  b o th  m ale and fem ale  and t o  th e  
la c k  o f  in d iv id u a l  freedom  f o r  b o th  in  Arab c o u n tr ie s .  W hether th e y  
l i k e  i t  o r  n o t women have t o  p re te n d  t h a t  th e y  a re  m odest and men 
have t o  p re te n d  t h a t  th e y  a re  v i r i l e .  A man may f in d  t h a t  b a c h e lo r­
hood i s  c o n g e n ia l b u t he has to  m arry in  o rd e r  t o  a v o id  a c c u sa tio n s  
o f  e ffem in acy  o r  h o m o sex u a lity . S im i la r ly ,  a  woman has to  co n cea l 
h e r  s e x u a l i ty ,  b u t  i r o n i c a l l y  enough, t h i s  em phasizes a l l  th e  more 
h e r  d i f f e r e n c e  from  men and enhances h e r  f e m in in i ty .  I t  c re a te s  
more f e a r s  and more c h a lle n g e s  f o r  men, s in c e  a c co rd in g  to  s o c ia l  
v a lu e s  men have to  p rove  t h e i r  m a s c u l in i ty ,  and so  women have to  
d efend  t h e i r  m o d es ty .^9
A bu-Zahra s u g g e s ts  t h a t  m odesty may a ls o  fu n c t io n  "a s  a  means whereby
men can m a in ta in  t h e i r  image o f  v i r i l i t y , "  s in c e  th e  u n r e s t r i c t e d  r ig h t
o f  women to  m ix f r e e ly  w ith  men and a s s e s s  t h e i r  s e x u a l c a p a b i l i t i e s
7 0m ight make men f e e l  in s e c u r e .  Nawal e l  Saadawi w r i te s  t h a t  se x u a l 
e x p e rie n c e  i s  a  so u rc e  o f  p r id e  and a  mark o f  v i r i l i t y  f o r  a  man, a
sou rce  o f  shame and d e g ra d a tio n  f o r  a  woman. She o b se rv es  t h a t
Ign o ran ce  abou t th e  body and i t s  fu n c t io n s  in  g i r l s  and women i s
c o n s id e re d  a  s ig n  o f  hon o u r, p u r i t y  and good m orals and i f ,  in  con­
t r a s t ,  a g i r l  does know an y th in g  abou t sex  and abou t h e r  body, i t  
i s  c o n s id e re d  som eth ing  u n d e s ira b le  and even  sh am efu l. A m ature  
woman w ith  e x p e rie n c e  and knowledge o f  l i f e  i s  lo o k ed  upon as b e in g  
l e s s  w orthy  th a n  a  s im p le , n a iv e  and ig n o ra n t  woman. E xperience  i s  
lo o k ed  upon as a lm ost a  d e fo rm ity  to  be h id d e n , and n o t as a  mark 
o f  i n t r i n s i c  human v a lu e .71
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P re m a r i ta l  v i r g i n i t y  i s  th e  p ro o f  o f  ig n o ran ce  and im ex p erien ce  and 
th e r e f o r e  o f  s u c c e s s fu l  s e c lu s io n  o f  fem ales hy t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s .
The dichotom ous gen d er e x p e c ta tio n s  f o r  m ales i s  t h a t  th e y  p ro ­
t e c t  fem ales t o  whom th e y  a re  r e l a t e d  and a tte m p t, th ro u g h  women to  
whom th e y  a re  n o t r e l a t e d ,  t o  d ish o n o r  o th e r  men. Female n a tu r e  i s  
a ls o  seen  as tw o -s id e d ; th e  woman needs p r o te c t io n  in  th e  shape o f  h e r  
m ale k in  h u t i s  a ls o  dangerous t o  them s in c e  h e r  m isc o n d u c t, p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  when s e x u a l ,  would n e g a te  th e  m en 's Ci r d  ( se x u a l hono r) and h r in g  
upon them ca r  (se x u a l sham e). Men, because  th e y  a re  v u ln e ra b le  in  t h i s  
way, i n t e n s i f y  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  t o  s e c lu d e  t h e i r  fem ale  r e l a t i v e s  and guard  
t h e i r  c h a s t i t y .  G u ilek  p ro p o ses  two key c o n s id e ra t io n s  in  t h i s  a re a . 
F i r s t ,  s e c lu s io n  and v e i l in g  o f  women c o n s t i tu t e s  a  b e h a v io ra l  complex
w hich has evo lved  o v e r c e n tu r ie s  w hich p ro v id e s  "a  system  o f  c o n tr o ls
72a s s e r te d  o v er o th e rw ise  u n c o n tr o l la b le  r e a l i t y . "  Second, a lth o u g h  th e
r e l a t i o n s h ip  p e r t a in in g  betw een th e  sex es  in  th e  M iddle E a s t has long
been p o r tr a y e d  as one o f  m ale dom inance/fem ale  su b m iss io n , th e  v a l i d i t y
o f  t h a t  p o r t r a i t  i s  open to  q u e s tio n . The f a c t  t h a t  fem ale  s e x u a l i ty
i s  re g a rd e d  as a  t h r e a t  t o  men b e l i e s  th e  com plete su b m iss iv e n e ss  o f
women. In  a d d i t io n ,  a  number o f  fem ale  s a in t s  and c u l tu r e  h e ro e s  a re
im p o rta n t in  th e  Arab W orld. There i s  a ls o  ev id en ce  t h a t  women can
and do ach ie v e  dom inant r o le s  in  t h e i r  s e c lu d e d  dom estic  m il ie u  and may,
w ith in  t h a t  c o n te x t ,  c o n s c io u s ly  and e f f e c t i v e l y  i n s e r t  th em se lv es
in to  th e  " p u b lic "  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  t h e i r  husbands and m ale a g n a te s :  "women
may become p o w erfu l p e rs o n s ,  even though th e y  ap p ear t o  be in  subm ission
73to  m a le -e n fo rc e d  s e c lu s io n ."
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D eaver’ s r e s e a rc h  on Saudi women su p p o rts  G u lic k ’s p o i n t s .  Dea-
v e r  found t h a t  m ale and fem ale  in  th e  Saudi view  c o n s t i tu t e  e q u a l h u t
q u a l i t a t i v e l y  d i f f e r e n t  c a te g o r ie s  w hich canno t he l o g i c a l l y  ran k e d ;
"They a re  n o t com parable an d , t h e r e f o r e ,  canno t he s c a le d  r e l a t i v e  to
each  o th e r .  To impose W estern  c a te g o r ie s  o f  i n f e r i o r i t y / s u p e r i o r i t y
on them  makes no s e n s e ."  Saudi men in te rv ie w e d  f o r  D eav er’s s tu d y
d id  n o t r e g a rd  women as in n a te ly  i n f e r i o r  h u t  r a t h e r  as v e s s e l s  o f
fa m ily  hono r and th e r e f o r e  due r e s p e c t ,  honor and c o n s id e r a t io n .  Saudi
women do n o t c o n s id e r  th em se lv e s  i n f e r i o r  t o  men. P a r t  o f  t h e i r  s t a tu s
i s  a  fu n c t io n  o f  t h e i r  m ale k in  h u t t h i s  does n o t c o n s t i t u t e  i n f e r i o r i t y
n o r  s u b o rd in a tio n  s in c e  th e  m a le ’s s t a t u s  depends on th e  p u r i t y  o f
fem a le s . S e c lu s io n  i s  seen  hy women as a way to  p u r i t y  w hich m a in ta in s
75fam ily  honor and th e re b y  c r e a te s  s e c u r i ty .
S exual o f f e n s e s ,  r e g a r d le s s  o f  how m inor th e y  may h e ,  t a r n i s h  
c i r d ,  and once l o s t  i t  canno t he re g a in e d  e x c ep t w ith  rem oval o f  th e  
o f fe n d e r  and th e  la p s e  o f  a  lo n g  p e r io d  o f  t im e . Rape i s  th u s  c o n s i­
d e re d  more h u m il ia t in g  th a n  hom ocide. A lthough th e  o f fe n d e r  i s  u s u a l ly  
e x e c u te d , t h i s  i s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  e r a d ic a te  c ar  ( s e x u a l shame) so  t h a t  
th e  g i r l  h e r s e l f  may he p u t to  d e a th  in  v e ry  t r a d i t i o n a l  a r e a s ,  e s ­
p e c i a l l y  i f  i t  i s  th o u g h t t h a t  i n te r c o u r s e  to o k  p la c e  w ith  h e r  c o n se n t. 
Among B ed o u in s , h e r  d isg ra c e d  kinsm en u s u a l ly  le a v e  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l
C—hom eland and m ig ra te  in  v o lu n ta ry  e x i l e  t o  a  re g io n  where t h e i r  a r  
i s  u n k n o w n .^
A woman who v i o la te s  th e  c o n v en tio n s  o f  i r d  w i l l  become th e  
o b je c t  o f  g o s s ip  and h e r  r e l a t i v e s  w i l l  he ta u n te d .  I t  becomes encum­
b e n t  upon h e r  a g n a tic  k in  t o  d isp o se  o f  o r  p u n ish  h e r ;  th e  e n fo rc e r
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o f  th e  r u le s  i s  u s u a l ly  h e r  f a t h e r ,  b r o th e r  o r  ib n  °aim  (FBS), b u t  he
77may be "u rg ed  on by th e  o ld e r  women o f  th e  f a m ily ."  ■ Dodd p o in ts  out 
t h a t  th e  husband o f  an .a d u l t r e s s  canno t impose p u n ish m e n t-o th e r 'th a n  
d iv o rc e  and re c o v e ry  o f  b r id e w e a lth , '( u n l e s s  he  i s  a  member o f  h e r  
p a t r i l i n e a g e ) , a lth o u g h  he may r e t a l i a t e  a g a in s t  h e r  lo v e r .  I f  he k i l l s  
h i s  w ife  f o r  a u l t e r y  and she i s  n o t a  member o f  h i s  p a t r i l i n e a g e ,  th e  
husband i s  s u b je c t  to  r e t a l i a t i o n  o r  payment o f  b lo o d w ea lth  t o  h e r  k in s -  
men, s in c e  th e  woman's b e h a v io r  does n o t a f f e c t  th e  i r d  o f  th e  husband 
in  th e  same way in  w hich i t  a f f e c t s  h e r  l in e a g e .  M arriage  removes a 
woman from  th e  s e x u a l c o n tr o l  o f  h e r  f a th e r  and b r o th e r s  and p la c e s  h e r  
under th e  c o n tr o l  o r  "co v e r"  o f  h e r  husband , b u t  t h i s  does n o t se v e r  
th e  co n n e c tio n  betw een th e  woman and h e r  l i n e a g e 's  s h a r a f  (g e n e ra l  ho­
n o r ) ,  so  t h a t ,  sh o u ld  she damage h e r  h u sb a n d 's  c i r d  (se x u a l hono r) she 
s im u lta n e o u s ly  damages h e r  l i n e a g e 's  c i r d  as  w e ll  as t h e i r  s h a r a f  and 
t h a t  o f  h e r  so n s , s in c e  a  man’s s o n s , Meeker e x p la in s ,  " re c e iv e  t h e i r  
f a t h e r 's  and a s c e n d a n ts ' s h a r a f  by  v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  f a t h e r 's  i r d  in  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  m o th e r ." " ^  An Arab b r o th e r  r e l i e s  on h i s  s i s t e r ' s  
husband t o  "co v e r"  o r  " c o n t r o l"  th e  woman, w h ile  th e  husband depends 
on th e  woman's b r o th e r  t o  resp o n d  to  se x u a l i n s u l t s  d i r e c te d  a t  h i s
w ife  o r  t r a n s g r e s s io n s  com m itted by h e r ;  "The b r o th e r ,  by p r o te c t in g
ch i s  s h a r a f , p r o te c t s  th e  2r d  o f  th e  husband. The husband , by p r o te c ­
t i n g  h i s  Ci r d ,  'c o v e r s ' th e  s h a r a f  o f  th e  b r o th e r .  The ib n  °  aim  
(FBS) i s  o u ts id e  th e  b o u n d a rie s  o f  i n c e s t  b u t  w ith in  th e  f o ld s  o f  th e  
p a t r i l i n y ,  and th u s  o ccu p ie s  a  un ique  p o s i t io n  in  re g a rd  to  h i s  b i n t  
camm (FED).  H is s h a r a f  i s  v i r t u a l l y  i d e n t i c a l  to  t h a t  o f  h i s  FBD's 
f a th e r  and b r o th e r s  and so h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  g uard ing  h e r  s e x u a l i ty ,  and
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th e re b y  h i s  i r d ,  i s  as s tro n g  a s  t h e i r s .  So im p o r ta n t , in  f a c t ,  i s  
h i s  p o s i t io n  as p o t e n t i a l  husband and p r o te c to r  o f  a  woman’s f a m ily ’ s
Q
i r d  t h a t ,  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab s o c i e t i e s ,  a  woman canno t m arry a n o th e r
man w ith o u t th e  p e rm iss io n  o f  h e r  ib n  caxam.
Bedouins o f  p re - I s la m ic  A ra b ia  p r a c t ic e d  fem ale in f a n t i c id e  by
l i v e  b u r i a l ,  w hich h as  been  e x p la in e d  v a r io u s ly  as a  means o f  re d u c in g
8 lc o m p e titio n  f o r  food in  th e  s c a r c i t y  o f  th e  d e s e r t ,  as a  b i r t h  c o n tro l
82method which reduced  f e r t i l i t y ,  a  means o f  p re v e n tin g  p o t e n t i a l  f e r -
t i l i t y  from f a l l i n g  in to  s tr a n g e  h a n d s , and as a  means o f  s a fe g u a rd in g
c  8kth e  f a m ily ’s i r d  from th e  g i r l ’s f u tu r e  m isb eh av io r o r  k id n ap . The
Quran fo rb id s  fem ale i n f a n t i c id e  (Suras 8 1 :8 -9 ;  31=7; 151*6), b u t  i t  i s
r e p o r te d  t h a t  i t  " in  f a c t  p e r s i s t e d  up t o  th e  p re s e n t  e r a  in  th e  A ra-
Q r
b ia n  P e n in s u la  and , w ith  changes o f  form , in  th e  a d ja c e n t  a r e a ."  The 
p ro v e rb  "When a g i r l  b e g in s  to  m e n s tru a te , g e t h e r  m a rrie d  o r  b u ry  h e r"  
C921 h ark en s back  to  th e  p re - I s la m ic  p r a c t i c e ,  a lth o u g h  th e  g i r l  in  th e  
p ro v e rb  i s  c o n s id e ra b ly  o ld e r  th a n  th e  i n f a n t s  who u s u a l ly  s u f f e re d  
t h i s  f a t e .  T h is  p ro v erb  a ls o  evokes two "c o v e r in g s"  f o r  cir d :  m arriag e  
and th e  g rav e . A P a l e s t in i a n  sa y in g  r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  a c c id e n ta l  d e a th  
o f  d a u g h te rs  r e f e r s  to  th e  g rave p r e c i s e ly  as  p ro v e rb s  86 and 87 r e f e r  
to  m a rr ia g e : "The d e a th  o f  g i r l s  i s  a  covering"C 901 . S im i la r ly ,  th e  
b r o th e r 's  Ci r d  i s  covered  by h i s  s i s t e r ' s  g rav e : "My s i s t e r ' s  d e a th  i s  
o f  g r e a t  fo r tu n e  to  me"C10 0 1 .
The o v e r a l l  p o r t r a i t  o f  women and g i r l s  v is -H -v is  a  m an's o r  a 
f a m i ly 's  h o n o r, th e n ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  n e g a tiv e  and d e fe n s iv e  (see  Table 
5 ) . M odest, h o n o rab le  women a r e ,  n a t u r a l l y ,  th e  p r e f e r r e d  m arriag e  
p a r tn e r s  [82,83,81*1 and sham eful women u n p a la ta b le  C 8 ll. T h re a ts  t o
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TABLE 5
PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN IN THE PROVERBS
P o s i t iv e N e u tra l o r  . Q u a l i f i e d . . N egative
g lad n e ss  £963 
e u lo g iz e r  o f  h e r  
f a th e r  £953
in v u ln e ra b le  i f  h o n o rab le  
£79,80,833 
u n d e s ira b le  i f  immodest 
£813
d e s i r a b le  i f  o f  n o b le  
o r ig in  £833
m ust be guarded  o r  
o r  "covered"  £8 5 , 
8 6 ,8 8 ,9 0 ,9 2 ,1 0 0 3  
so u rc e  o f  shame 
£883
so u rc e  o f  w orry 
£89,933 
u n p r o f i ta b le  £9^3 
s t r a n g e r  to  n a ta l  
fam ily  £97 ,99 , 
1013
honor and consequen t w orry  come t o  men th ro u g h  t h e i r  d a u g h te rs  £8 3 , 8 8 , 
9 3 ,9 ^ 3 ; honor i s  s a fe g u a rd e d  hy  th e  d e a th  o f  d a u g h te rs  £90,91,923 and 
s i s t e r s  £1003. M arriage  i s  a ls o  a  " c o v e r in g "  f o r  g i r l s  £ 8 6 ,87 ,923 , 
a lth o u g h  i t  may n o t e l im in a te  w orry  £893 and d e a th  may he  p r e f e ra b le  
£913. "The r a i s in g  o f  d a u g h te rs  i s  a  lo s in g  p r o p o s i t io n " £9^3 a lth o u g h  
"S/He whose f i r s t  c h i ld  i s  a  d a u g h te r  i s  g lad d en ed  hy  God"£96; c f .  973 
and w i l l  he remembered t o  p e o p le  a f t e r  d e a th  £953. Honor i s  o f  i t s e l f  
some p r o te c t io n  f o r  a  woman £79,803 a lth o u g h  i t  i s ,  b ecau se  o f  i t s  
v u l n e r a b i l i t y  to  g o s s ip ,  more f r a g i l e  th a n  th e  woman h e r s e l f .
"T w o -th ird s  o f  a  s e c r e t  s in " :
S ecrecy  and P r iv a c y  
S ecrecy  i s  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  a l l  g u a rd ia n s  o f  h o n o r. Many "unac­
c e p ta b le "  b e h a v io rs  — i l l i c i t  s e x , a lc o h o l  consum ption , and so on —
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o ccu r w ith  c o n s id e ra b le  r e g u l a r i t y  in  even tb e  m ost c o n s e rv a tiv e  o f  
Arab Muslim s o c i e t i e s ,  b u t  th e y  a re  h id d en  f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  and th e r e ­
fo re  th e  p e r p e t r a to r s  a r e  s h ie ld e d  from th e  shame o f  t h e i r  a c t io n s .
Honor may be c o n s id e re d  as  a  s o r t  o f  c u r t a in  w hich s e p a r a te s  th e  i n d i ­
v id u a l  from th e  r e s t  o f  m ankind; th e  Arabs do in  f a c t  u se  th e  e x p re s s io n
h a ta ka  a l - Ci r d , " to  t e a r  th e  ° i r d  (h o n o r)"  a s  one m igh t t e a r  a  v e i l ,
•  •
86and h a t ik a , from th e  same r o o t ,  means " d is h o n o r ."  Yet th e  e s s e n t i a l  
v e i l  i s  p r iv a c y  o r  s e c re c y ;  w hat i s  n o t p u b l ic ly  known canno t in c u r  
shame, and t h i s  i s  one o f  th e  m ost fundam en ta l d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een
Q r r
t r a d i t i o n a l  M iddle E a s te rn  and W estern  b e h a v io r  p a t t e r n s .
The p ro v e rb s  a r e  overw helm ingly  fa v o ra b le  in  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  t o ­
w ard se c re c y  as  a  c o n c e a lo r  o f  shame (se e  T ab le  6 ) .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  
Arab h o u se , w hich i s  b u i l t  a round  an in n e r  c o u r ty a rd  o r  i s  su rrounded  
by a  w a l l ,  i s  v i s u a l ly  and p h y s ic a l ly  in a c c e s s ib le  t o  s t r a n g e r s ,  and 
th e r e f o r e  a c o n c e a lo r  o f  shame £583 and nakedness £593. Even th e  b la c k  
h a i r  t e n t  o f  th e  Bedouin i s  in a c c e s s ib le  t o  o u t s id e r s  s in c e  by  conven­
t io n  any s t r a n g e r  must approach  from  a  p a r t i c u l a r  o r i e n t a t io n  to  th e  
t e n t  and announce h im s e lf  a t  a  re c o g n iz e d  d i s ta n c e .  S in ce  th e  women’s
TABLE 6 
SECRECY IN PROVERBS
P o s i t i v e ,  H onorable Im p o ss ib le N e g a tiv e , Sham eful
c o n c e a ls  shame £58,59* 
60 ,61 ,7*0  
pardons s in  £623 
in s u r e s  some freedom  o f  
a c t io n  £70,72 ,733
n o th in g  i s  s e c r e t  £65, 
663
s e c r e t  a c ts  known by 
t h e i r  r e s u l t s  £6 7 , 
68,693
b e lo n g s  t o  th e  D ev il 
£633 
p o ise n o u s  £6*0
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q u a r te r s  (h a rlm ) i s  p h y s ic a l ly  s e p a r a te d  hy  p a r t i t i o n s  in  h o th  th e  s e ­
d e n ta ry  d w e llin g  and th e  t e n t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  double  s h ie ld  f o r  h o n o r, b e ­
cause any o u ts id e  m ales who a re  a d m itte d  w i l l  be e n te r ta in e d  in  th e
Q
m ale , s e m i-p u b lic  a r e a  w ith o u t a c c e s s  to  th e  p r iv a te  a re a  w here i r d  
( s e x u a l  honor) r e s id e s .
The a c t  o f  le a v in g  th e  home p la c e s  a  p e rso n  in  je a p a rd y  and a
p ro v erb  d e c la re s  t h i s  in  ex trem e te rm s: "He who le a v e s  h i s  home lo s e s
h i s  d ig n i ty " [603 . D arkness a ls o  p ro v id e s  p r o te c t io n  from  s c r u t in y :
88"The n ig h t  covers  sham e"c6 l3 . The advan tage  o f  a l l  t h i s  concealm ent 
i s  t h a t  p u b l ic  judgm ents cannot be made w ith o u t p u b l ic  aw aren ess ; th u s  
"T w o -th ird s  o f  a  s e c r e t  s in  i s  fo rg iv en "C 6 2 3 . Yet th e  in s id io u s n e s s  o f  
t h i s  p h ilo so p h y  i s  a ls o  re c o g n iz e d  by f o lk  wisdom: "What i s  h id d en  b e ­
lo n g s to  th e  Devil"C633 and "Under v e i l s  i s  dead ly  poisen"c6i+ 3.
In  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  p r e s e rv in g  th e  p u b l ic  image and r e p u ta t io n ,  
th e  a d v ic e  g iven  by th e  p ro v e rb s  i s  t h a t  any shortcom ings o r  problem s 
a  p e rso n  has  sh o u ld  be k e p t s t r i c t l y  p r iv a t e :  "Pass by y ou r f r i e n d  
hungry  b u t  do n o t p ass  him  naked"C703; by th e  same to k e n , f in d in g  an 
enemy naked and th u s  w ith  h i s  w eaknesses exposed i s  an advan tage  C713. 
Concealm ent o f  weakness o r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  sh o u ld  be m a in ta in e d  d e s p i te  
th e  c o s t ,  a c co rd in g  to  th e  p ro v e rb s :  "Keep i t  in  y o u r h e a r t  though i t  
wounds r a t h e r  th a n  l e t  i t  be known and cause  a  scandal"C 7^3 and " i f  
y ou r mouth i s  f u l l  o f  b lo o d , do n o t s p i t  i t  o u t in  f r o n t  o f  anyone"C75» 
763. I f  a  p e rso n  sh o u ld  w ish  t o  d e v ia te  from th e  d i c t a t e s  o f  s o c ie ty ,  
th e n  i t  sh o u ld  be done in  ways t h a t  canno t be se e n ; one sh o u ld  "Eat 
w h a tev er you l i k e  b u t  d re s s  as o th e r  p eo p le  d ress"C 7 2 ,7 3 3 . C onform ity 
t o  a c c e p ta b le  conduct in  a  sen se  th e n  p e rm its  some freedom  o f  in d iv id u a l
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a c t io n  so  lo n g  as  i t  i s  co m p le te ly  co n cea led  from th e  p u b l ic  eye and 
shame.
A ll  t h i s  s e c re c y  i s  c u l t u r a l l y  a t t r a c t i v e ,  b u t  f iv e  p ro v e rb s  
su g g e s t th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  c o n c e a lin g  sc a n d a ls :  "She who co n ce iv es  in  
s e c r e t  g iv e s  b i r t h  in  p u b lic " c 6 7 ; c f .  68 ,693- In  o th e r  w ords, even 
th e  m ost in t im a te  and w e ll-h id d e n  o f  a c ts  w i l l  e v e n tu a lly  become p u b lic  
know ledge, f o r  "Only t h a t  w hich does n o t occu r i s  k e p t s e c r e t" [ 6 5 ,6 6 3 .
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CHAPTER V I
CONCLUSION
U n d erly in g  t h i s  a n a ly s is  i s  th e  fundam en ta l a ssu m p tio n , common 
t o  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  f o l k l o r i s t i c  and a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  a n a ly s e s ,  t h a t  th e r e  
i s  a  d e f i n i t e  and s ig n i f i c a n t  i n te r p la y  betw een  f o lk l o r i c  e x p re s s io n  and 
th e  s o c io c u l tu r a l  m il ie u  i n  w hich i t  i s  c r e a te d  o r  ad o p ted , p re s e rv e d , 
and perfo rm ed . The d a ta  f o r  t h i s  s tu d y  c o n s is t s  o f  115 proverbs^" c u l le d  
from  th e  10 ,332  item s in c lu d e d  in  th e  te n  c o l le c t io n s  u t i l i z e d .  One 
m igh t e x p e c t ,  i n  l i g h t  o f  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  th e  honor/sham e complex in  
A rab ic  c u l tu r e ,  t h a t  a  l a r g e  number o f  p ro v e rb s  would be con cern ed  w ith  
th e  s u b je c t .  T h is  p ro v ed  n o t t o  be th e  c a s e ,  a t  l e a s t  in  te rm s o f  l i t e r a l  
e x p re s s io n , as on ly  115  i te m s , o r  1.1% o f  th e  t o t a l  c o rp u s , a re  e x p l i ­
c i t l y  concerned  w ith  h o n o r, shame o r  v e ry  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  components o f 
th o se  a t t r i b u t e s ,  such as g e n e r o s i t y / s t i n g in e s s , good/bad r e p u ta t i o n ,  
f a m ily , and so f o r t h  (se e  T able  7)» However, i t  i s  im p o rta n t to  n o te  
t h a t  a l a r g e  number o f  p ro v e rb s  do d e a l  w ith  c u l t u r a l  e lem en ts p e r ip h e r a l  
to  th e  honor/sham e complex b u t  w ith o u t s p e c i f i c  m ention o f  honor o r  
shame. F or exam ple, in  W esterm arck’s Moroccan c o l l e c t i o n ,  o n ly  .35% o f  
th e  p ro v e rb s  e x p lc i t l y  m ention  honor o r  shame, b u t  ^3.25% d e a l w ith  
c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  s u b je c ts  such  as  women, m a rr ia g e , lo v e , s e x , r e l a t i v e s ,
f r i e n d s ,  n e ig h b o rs , r e t r i b u t i o n ,  f o rg iv e n e s s ,  co u rag e , b o a s t in g ,  and so 
2on. Thus th e  a p p a re n t sh o r ta g e  o f  p ro v e rb s  on th e  s u b je c t  can n o t be 
ta k e n  as i n d ic a t iv e  o f  i t s  la c k  o f  im p o rtan ce  in  th e  c u l tu r e  n o r  o f  i t s
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TABLE ?
NUMBER OF PROVERBS ON HONOR, SHAME AND RELATED SUBJECTS
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Burckhardt 
Total: 782 4 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 6
Jewett 
Total: 291 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 3
Singer 
Total: 169 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Westermarck 
Total:2013 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 3 2 1 7
Champion 
Total:1303 1 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 4
Dickson 
Total: 40 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Frayha 
Total:4248 25 11 3 3 2 13 1 7 10 4 79
Ahdelkafi 
Total: 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Mahgoub 
Total: 900 5 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 1 0 10
Gahril 
Total: 486 2 0 0 0 0 AKJ 2 1 0 0 5
10,332 38 12 3 5 3 19 3 14 13 5 115
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
181
non -ap p earan ce  in  f o lk l o r e ,  s in c e  p r o v e r b ia l  o p in io n s  a re  e x p re sse d  on 
th e  e lem en ts  ■which c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  honor/sham e com plex. F u rth e rm o re , 
w ith o u t c o n te x tu a l  d a ta  on p ro v erb  use  t h e r e  i s  no way t o  de te rm ine  
w h e th e r th e s e  item s a re  in  w id e sp re a d  a n d /o r  f re q u e n t  u s e ,  o r  w hat m eta­
p h o r ic a l  p ro v e rb s  a re  u se d  in  r e f e re n c e  to  honor and shame when co n tex ­
t u a l l y  a p p ro p r ia te .  In  a d d i t io n ,  o th e r  g en res  o f  f o lk lo r e  may w e ll  con-
3
c e m  th em se lv e s  w ith  honor and shame.
The p e rc e n ta g e s  o f  p ro v e rb s  in  th e  c o l l e c t io n s  w hich a re  e x p l i ­
c i t l y  concerned  w ith  hono r and shame a re  s u r p r i s in g ly  c o n s is te n t  in  view 
o f  th e  g e o g ra p h ic a l and tem p o ra l d is ta n c e s  covered  by th e  c o l l e c t io n s  
(see  T ab le  8 ) .  P ro p o r t io n s  ran g e  from o t o  1.8% o f  t o t a l  item s m en tion ­
in g  honor o r  shame. Two c o l l e c t i o n s ,  D ic k so n 's  from  Kuwait and A bdel- 
k a f i ’s from  L ib y a , c o n ta in  no p ro v e rb s  on honor o r  shame. There a re  no 
a p p a re n t c o r r e la t io n s  in  te rm s o f  e i t h e r  tim e  fram e o r  g e o g ra p h ic a l l o ­
c a t io n ,  w hich i s  c o n s is t e n t  w ith  th e  n o t io n  o f  th e  Arab W orld as a Cul­
tu r e  N a tio n  (se e  p p . 3 8 -^ 3 ).
Of th e  p ro v e rb s  w hich do d e a l w ith  honor/sham e and t h e i r  a t t e n ­
d an t c o n c e p ts , th e  h ig h e s t  p e rc e n ta g e , 3 3 . a r e  g e n e ra l  comments on 
honor and shame (se e  T ab le  9 )-  P ro v e rb s  on p r iv a c y  and se c re c y  account 
f o r  16%, fo llo w ed  by th o s e  on women in  g e n e ra l ,  d a u g h te rs  and s i s t e r s ,  
g e n e ro s i ty  and h o s p i t a l i t y ,  revenge and fa m ily , w e a lth  and f r i e n d s .  De­
s p i t e  th e  c o n s is te n c y  in  term s o f  t o t a l  numbers o f  p ro v e rb s  m en tion ing  
honor and shame a c ro s s  c o l l e c t i o n s ,  th e r e  i s  v i r u t a l l y  no i n t e r - c o l l e c ­
t i o n  c o r r e la t io n  in  te rm s o f  th e  s p e c i f ic  s u b je c t  m a t te r  o f  th e  p ro ­
v e rb s  (see  T ab le  1 0 ) . I t  i s  im p o ss ib le  to  re a c h  any d e f i n i t e  c o n c lu ­
s io n s  on th e  b a s i s  o f  such  a  sm a ll number o f  p ro v e rb s , a lth o u g h  we may
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TABLE 8
PROPORTIONS OF COLLECTIONS DEALING .WITH .HONOR/SHAME
C o lle c t io n # o f  item s # o f  item s on honor/sham e
* on h o n o r/
. . .sham e...............
B u rck h ara t 782 6 • 75
Je w e tt 291 3 1 .
S in g e r 169 1 .6
W esterm arck 2013 7 • 35
Champion 1303 !+ • 3
D ickson 1+0 0 0
F rayha 1+2U8 79 1 .85
A h d e lk afi 100 0 0
Mahgoub 900 10 1 .
G a h r il 1+86 5 1.
10 ,332 115 1 .1
TABLE 9
PERCENTAGE OF PROVERB CORPUS ON SPECIFIC TOPICS 
DEALING WITH HONOR/SHAME
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TABLE 10
PERCENTAGE OF PROVERBS ON SPECIFIC TOPICS FROM 
....................... THOSE ON .HONOR/SHAME...................................
C o l l e c t io n , G
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,
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c0)so3= D
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, 
si
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e
rs
F
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y,
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v
es
B u rck h ard t 66 .5 0 0 16 .5 0 16 0 0 0 0
J e w e tt 3 3 .3 0 0 33-3 0 0 0 33.3 0 0
S in g e r 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
W esterm arck 0 0 0 0 0 lit 0 it3 29 lit
Champion 25 25 0 0 0 50 0 0 0 0
.0  -  
D ickson Q o o n ' ' 0 ■ " o ' 0 0 0 0
F rayha 32 lit it it 2 .5 1 6 .5 1 .5 9 13 5
A b d e lk a fi2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Mahgoub 50 0 0 0 10 10 0 20 10 0
G a b r il Uo 0 0 0 0 0 ItO 20 0 0
0 - 0 - 0 - 0- 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 - 0-
66 .5 25 lt 33-3 2 .5 50 ito i+3 29 lU
(100)
"'"one i tern = 100%.
2No p ro v e rb s in  c o l l e c t i o n  d e a l  w ith  honor/sham e.
t e n t a t i v e l y  su g g e s t t h a t  th e  r e s u l t s  p o in t  t o  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  w h ile  
t h e  honor/sham e complex h o ld s  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s ta n t im portance  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  Arab W orld, th e  e lem en ts w hich b e a r  most s t ro n g ly  on i t  may v a ry  in  
im portance  from p la c e  t o  p la c e .  W ith th e  fo re g o in g  f a c to r s  in  m ind, l e t  
us move now to  some summary rem arks on th e  m essages conveyed in  th e  p ro ­
v e rb s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  t o  o th e r  i d e a t io n a l  and b e h a v io ra l  a s p e c ts  
o f  th e  c u l tu r e .
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' ’S u b s ta n tiv e  Meaning
S ince  t h i s  s tu d y  concerns l i t e r a l ,  a s  opposed to  m e ta p h o r ic a l , 
p ro v e rb s ,  th e  i n i t i a l ,  s te p  tow ard  u n d e rs ta n d in g  i s  t o  de te rm ine  th e  su b - 
s ta n c e  — th e  m a n ife s t m essage — o f  th e  p ro v e rb s  in  re g a rd  t o  honor 
and shame. C hap ter V i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  d e c id e d ly  p o s i t i v e  e v a lu a tio n  o f  
ho n o r and th e  n e g a tiv e  view o f  shame in  th e  p ro v e rb s . Honor i s  a s s o c i ­
a te d  w ith  th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  p h y s ic a l  b e a u ty ,  in f lu e n c e  and pow er, in v u l ­
n e r a b i l i t y ,  and freedom , w h ile  shame i s  l in k e d  t o  d e c a p i ta t io n ,  d i s a s t e r ,  
r u i n ,  la c k  o f  lo v e ,  a p o s ta sy  and in s ip id n e s s .  P o sse ss io n  o f  honor 
c l e a r l y  enhances b o th  th e  p u b l ic -  and s e lf - im a g e s  o f  th e  p e rs o n ; shame 
degrades and i n ju r e s .
Seven b ro ad  so u rc e s  o f  hono r a re  c i t e d  in  th e  p ro v e rb s : fam ily  
o r ig in  and th e  a c c id e n ta l  d ea th  o f  a  fem ale  r e l a t i v e  ( s i s t e r  o r  daugh­
t e r )  a re  p a s s iv e  means o f  a c q u ir in g  a n d /o r  r e t a in in g  honor. M an lin ess , 
s e c re c y , g e n e ro s i ty ,  vengence , c o r r e c tn e s s ,  and "c o v e r in g ” o f  fem ale 
r e l a t i v e s  th ro u g h  m arria g e  o r  e x e c u tio n  p re s e rv e  o r  in c re a s e  honor in  
more a c t iv e  ways. Shame, in  c o n t r a s t ,  r e s u l t s  from te n  b ro ad  ty p e s  o f  
a c t io n s  o r  s t a t e s  o f  b e in g , seven  o f  w hich d i r e c t l y  p a r a l l e l  th e  so u rc e s  
o f  honor (se e  Table 1 1 ) ,  in c lu d in g  fa m ily  o r ig i n ,  unmanly b e h a v io r , 
q u e s tio n a b le  r e p u ta t i o n ,  s t i n g i n e s s ,  f a i l u r e  t o  ta k e  vengence when r e ­
q u ire d ,  com m itting  e r r o r s ,  and immodest b e h a v io r  o f  fem ale k in .  M ention 
i s  made o f  th r e e  a d d i t io n a l  so u rc e s  o f  shame w hich have no h o n o r-in d u c in g  
o p p o s ite s  among th e s e  p ro v e rb s ;  th e s e  a re  la c k  o f  m odesty a n d /o r  s e l f -  
r e s p e c t ,  t r e a c h e r y  o r  abandonment o f  th e  fa m ily , and money.
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C o n d itio n a l Meaning in  th e  P ro v e rb s  
The e s s e n t i a l  c o n d it io n a l  m essage e x p re sse d  in  th e  p ro v e rb s  i s  
t h a t  hono r i s  a  p o s i t i v e  a t t r i b u t e  w hich may be o b ta in e d  o r  p re s e rv e d  by 
way o f  a c t iv e  o r  p a s s iv e  b e h a v io r s ,  s t a t e s  o f  b e in g , and f a m i l i a l  r e l a ­
t io n s h i p s .  The o p p o s ite  o f  hono r i s  shame, a  n e g a tiv e  a t t r i b u t e  w hich 
may a ls o  be a c c ru e d  o r  r e t a in e d  th ro u g h  a c t iv e  o r  p a s s iv e  b e h a v io r s , 
s t a t e s  o f  b e in g , and f a m i l i a l  r e l a t i o n s h ip s .  M a n lin e ss , in c o r p o r a t in g  
as  i t  does th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  c o u ra g e , c h iv a l r y ,  g e n e ro s i ty  and ho­
n o r , i s  th e  m easure o f  "goodness” f o r  m ales in  Arab c u l tu r e ;  as " th e y "  
sav» " i t  i s  la w fu l  to  d e c a p i ta te  him who i s  n o t moved by m an liness"C lH .
TABLE 11
SOURCES OF HONOR/SHAME IN THE PROVERBS
S ources o f  Honor
1 . M anliness { m u r u ’a) :  m a s c u lin i­
t y ,  v a lo r ,  c h iv a l r y ,  g e n e ro s i ty .
2  . -----
3- S ec recy .
U. "C overing" fem ale k in  w ith  
GIT cl.3 ± 1  •
5. O r ig in , fa m ily .
6 . G e n e ro s ity .
7- Taking rev en g e .
8. C o r re c tn e s s .
9  . ----
L O .----
S ources o f  Shame
1 . U nm anliness: com p la in ing , 
sham efu l a c t i o n s .
2 . S e l f - p r a i s e ,  la c k  o f  m odesty , 
s u b m iss iv e n e ss , la c k  o f  s e l f -  
r e s p e c t .
3. Sham eful t a l k ,  g o s s ip in g , b e in g  
g o ss ip e d  ab o u t.
J+. D au g h te rs .
5. O r ig in , fa m ily .
6. S t in g in e s s .
7 . Lack o f  d e fe n d e r .
8. E r ro r s .
9 . T re a c h e ry ; le a v in g  home, fa m ily .
10. Money.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
186
F o r women i t  i s  v i t a l  t o  be h o n o ra b le , in  th e  se n se  o f  b e in g  ’’w orthy  o f  
h o n o r’’ — m odest and o f  good p e rs o n a l  and f a m i l i a l  r e p u ta t io n  — in  
o rd e r  to  enhance and in s u r e  th e  honor o f  m ale a g n a te s . I n  c o n t r a s t ,  
d ish o n o ra b le  b e h a v io r  i s  e v a lu a te d  n e g a t iv e ly .  F o r men, shame c o n s is ts  
o f  a  d e f ic ie n c y  in  th e  a t t r i b u t e  o f'.'m ru ru 'a  (m a n lin e ss )  as w e ll  as 
"sham efu l b e h a v io r " [183 and "co m p la in in g " [1 7 3 , and f o r  women, o f  f a i l u r e  
t o  guard  t h e i r  m odest r e p u ta t io n s  by exposing  th em se lv es  to  g o s s ip . The 
p e rso n  who f u l f i l l s  th e  code o f  honor — who comes from  h o n o rab le  o r ig i n s ,  
f u l f i l l s  gender r o le  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  v e i l s  e r r o r s  and w eaknesses from  th e  
p u b l ic  ey e , and defends p e rs o n a l  and fam ily  hono r — i s  deemed b e a u t i ­
f u l  [ 2 ,3 3 , p o w e rfu l E53, in v u ln e ra b le  [6 ,7 9 ,8 0 3 , and f r e e  [1 5 ,1 6 3 . T rans­
g r e s s o r s  o f  t h e  code a re  d is e n f ra n c h is e d  from r e l i g io n  [253 and lo v e  
[393 and a re  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  d ea th  E13, shame [1 8 3 , d i s a s t e r  and r u in  
[2 1 ,2 2 3 , s t in g in e s s  [3 9 3 , v u l n e r a b i l i t y  [1*03, and t r e a c h e r y  [1*7*101,1023.
One m ajo r d isc re p a n c y  w hich ap p ears  i n  th e  p r o v e r b ia l  c o n te n t i s  
betw een th e  p o s i t i v e  e v a lu a t io n  o f  g e n e ro s i ty  and th e  n e g a tiv e  e v a lu a tio n  
o f  money o r  w e a l th ,  w hich a re  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  la c k  o f  c h a ra c te r  [553 and 
d ish o n o r  [5 6 ,5 7 3 . S e v e ra l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  d i s p a r i t y  a re  p o s s ib le .  
One i s  t h a t  g r e a t  w e a lth  can be  a t t a in e d  on ly  th ro u g h  dev ious means — 
p e rh ap s d is h o n e s ty , pe rhaps s im p ly  m is e r l in e s s  —  and th u s  he who ac­
q u ire s  r ic h e s  i s  d ish o n o ra b le . A nother m eaning c o u ld  be t h a t  one who 
a c q u ire s  w e a lth  becomes s p o i le d  and abandons h i s  h o n o r f o r  w o r ld ly  p3en­
s u r e s .  A t h i r d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , . t h e  one w hich seems m ost l i k e l y ,  i s  
t h a t  money p e r  s e  i s  n o t sh am efu l, b u t  i t s  p o s s e s s io n  m ust be accom panied 
by g e n e r o s i ty ,  w hich "co v e rs  shame"E37»383.
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' C ontext o f  C u l tu ra l  Meaning
The f i n a l  i s s u e  to  he a d d re sse d  w ith  r e g a rd  to  m eaning in  th e  
p ro v e rb s  concerns t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  t o  o th e r  e lem en ts  o f  t h e i r  c u l tu r a l  
c o n te x t .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  how c lo s e ly  do th e  s u b s ta n t iv e  and c o n d it io n a l  
m essages o f  th e  p ro v e rb s  c o in c id e  w ith  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  d a ta  v i s  a v i s  
hono r and shame, and how do th e y  r e l a t e  to  o th e r  e lem en ts o f  c u l tu r e  to  
compose l a r g e r  i n t e r r e l a t e d  c o n f ig u ra t io n s ?
E th n o g rap h ic  ev id en ce  in d ic a te s  a  concern  in  Arab s o c i e t i e s  w ith  
n in e  c a te g o r ie s  o f  a c t io n  a n d /o r  s t a t e s  o f  b e in g  m en tioned  w ith  r e s p e c t  
t o  p ro v erb s  (see  T ab le  1 2 ) ; th e  o n ly  c a te g o ry  o f  concern  f o r  w hich no 
su p p o rtin g  e th n o g ra p h ic  ev idence  i s  fo rthcom ing  i s  th e  v e ry  one w hich 
i s  in  i t s e l f  somewhat in c o n s i s te n t  w ith  o th e r  p r o v e r b ia l  a t t i t u d e s ,  i . e .  
money. In d eed , t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  i f  any s ig n  o f  a n t ip a th y  tow ard  money in  
th e  c u l tu r e ;  i f  a n y th in g , a c q u is i t io n  o f  w e a lth  and th e  m a te r ia l  p o sse s ­
s io n s  , e d u c a tio n  and power i t  a f fo rd s  has  become a  common g o a l in  th e  
Arab W orld.
S ources o f  h o n o r and shame w hich emerge from e th n o g ra p h ie s , 
th e n ,  a re  h ig h ly  c o n s is te n t  w ith  th o se  c i t e d  in  th e  p ro v e rb s . The com­
p o n en ts  o f  r n r u ’a (manhood) a re  encouraged  and p r a i s e d .  B ravery  and 
c h iv a l ry  a re  e x to l le d  and encouraged  as e lem en ts  o f  h o n o r, b u t  a t ta c k s  
a g a in s t  poo r o r  weak opponents in c u r  shame f o r  th e  a t t a c k e r .  S e l f - r e ­
s p e c t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  g a in in g  p u b lic  r e s p e c t ,  b u t  e x c e s s iv e  b o a s tin g  
u s u a l ly  b r in g s  on c r i t i c i s m .  A c le a n  r e p u ta t io n  o f  b o th  th e  in d iv id u a l  
and th e  fam ily  a re  v i t a l ;  a  smudge on th e  name can b e  d i s a b l in g  o r  even 
f a t a l ,  p h y s ic a l ly  o r  s o c i a l l y ,  e s p e c ia l ly  f o r  a  woman. A side from th e  
in d ep en d en t r e p u ta t io n  o f  th e  fam ily  as  a group and o f  i t s  members
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TABLE 12 
SOURCES OF HONOR AND SHAME
S ources o f
' 'Honor ' 'Shame
P ro v erb s E th n o g ra p h ie s . . . . P ro v e rb s  . . . . E th n o g rap h ies
1 . M an lin ess . 1 . B rav e ry , c h i­
v a l r y ,  honor 
a t  g r e a t  ex­
p e n se .
1 . U nm anliness, 
co m p la in ing , 
sham eful ac­
t i o n s .
1 . A tta c k s  on 
p o o r , weak.
2 . ----- 2 . ----- 2 . S e l f - p r a i s e ,  
la c k  o f  mode­
s t y ,  subm is­
s iv e n e s s ,  la c k  
o f  s e l f - r e ­
s p e c t .
2 . -----
3. S ec recy . 3 . R e p u ta tio n . 3. Sham eful t a l k ,  
g o s s ip in g , a l ­
low ing g o s s ip .
3 . R e p u ta tio n .
U. M arriag e , b.  R e la t iv e s , L. D augh te r, s i s - k .  R e la t iv e s ,
d ea th  o f  daugh­
t e r ,  s i s t e r .
p o te n c y / f e r ­
t i l i t y ,  p ro ­
t e c t i o n  o f  
m odesty , 
c h a s t i ty .
. t e r . s e x u a l  know­
le d g e , impo­
t e n c e /b a r ­
re n n e s s .
5. O r ig in , fam ily . 5• S ta n d in g  r e l . 
t o  o th e r  
g ro u p s .
5. O r ig in , fam ily ,5 . S tan d in g  r e l .  
t o  o th e r  
g ro u p s .
6 . G e n e ro s ity . 6 . G e n e ro s ity . 6 . S t in g in e s s . 6 . S t in g in e s s .
7. Revenge. 7 . Revenge. 7 . Lack o f  p a tro n ,7- Lack o f  p a tro n .
8 . C o rre c tn e s s . 8 . C o rre c t b e ­
h a v io r .
8 . E r ro r s . 8 . I n c o r r e c t  b e ­
h a v io r .
9 . ----- 9 . L o y a lty  to  
fa m ily .
9 . T re ac h e ry , 
le a v in g  home.
9 . -----
10 . ----- 10 . ----- 10. Money. L0 . -----
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"based on t h e ir  "behaviors, th e  s ta tu s  o f  th e  fam ily  r e la t iv e  to  o th er
groups a f f e c t s  th e  degree o f  honor accorded them, a v a r ia b le  not men­
t io n e d  in  th e  proverbs.
With p a r t ic u la r  re feren ce  to  th e  honor and rep u ta tion  o f  women, 
ethnographic data prov ides th e  c u ltu r a l  con tex t n ecessary  to  comprehend 
th e  proverbs. C h a stity , sex u a l in ex p er ien ce  and ignorance, and f e r t i ­
l i t y  are b a s ic  to  a woman’s proper r o le  f u lf i l lm e n t  in  t r a d it io n a l  Arab 
c u ltu r e . Although some change has occurred in  the p ast gen eration  or  
two and ever more women are b ein g  educated and are assuming p o s it io n s  
o u ts id e  th e  home, fo r  th e  v a s t  m a jo r ity  o f  women th e  fundamental expec­
ta t io n s  s t i l l  pervade; even fo r  "modernized" or ’’w estern ized"  Arab women, 
a chaste  rep u ta tion  and motherhood remain n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  l i f e .  For men, 
th e  p r o te c t io n  o f  modesty and rep u ta tio n  o f  fem ale r e la t iv e s  i s  v i t a l ,  
and the a b i l i t y  to  fa th e r  ch ild ren  c o n tr ib u te s  to  honor. P r o c re a tio n s!  
e x p e c ta t io n s , perhaps to  a la r g e r  e x te n t  than o ther f a c t o r s , are r e la ­
t i v e l y  eq u iv a len t in  importance fo r  men and women s in c e  p o t e n c y / f e r t i l i t y  
are opposed to  im potence/barrenness in  the framework o f  t r a i t s  c o n tr i­
b u tin g  t o  in d iv id u a l honor and shame r e s p e c t iv e ly .  The p ro v e r b ia l em­
p h asis  on ’’c o r re c tn ess ’’ and avoidance o f  "errors" may, in  f a c t ,  be 
h ig h ly  re le v a n t in  th e  con tex t o f  gender r o l e s ; a Saudi d o c to ra l student 
r ep o rts  th a t  in  th e  Abha reg ion  o f  Saudi A rabia, fo r  in s ta n c e , a  g i r l  
or woman who behaves in  a fa sh io n  deemed s i l l y  or inappropriate i s  de­
r id ed  as a "penis" s in c e  m ales are exp ected  t o  behave th a t  way but 
fem ales are not."*
The d e s ir a b i l i t y  fo r  a man t o  be ab le  and w i l l in g  to  avenge 
h im se lf  or h is  fam ily  when wronged i s  borne w itn e ss  to  by th e  lon g  and
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m assive  l i t e r a t u r e  on b lo o d  feu d  and th e  e la b o r a te  system  o f  b lo o d  money 
among A rabs, p a r t i c u l a r l y  B edouins. Revenge i s  b u t  one way o f  d is p la y ­
in g  lo y a l ty  t o  fam ily  and l in e a g e ,  and such lo y a l ty  i s  ex p e c te d  beyond 
q u e s tio n . D is lo y a l ty  t o  o r  abandonment o f  th e  fa m ily  i s  so a b h o rre n t as 
t o  b e  v i r t u a l l y  u n im ag in ab le .
F i n a l l y ,  g e n e ro s i ty  and h o s p i t a l i t y  a re  h ig h ly  v a lu e d  and deve­
lo p e d  t r a i t s ,  r i c h l y  docum ented i n  e th n o g ra p h ic  re c o rd s  o f  Arab s o c i e t i e s .  
The consumm ately generous man i s  he who l i t e r a l l y  g iv e s  u n t i l  i t  h u r t s ,  
m a te r i a l ly  o r  e m o tio n a lly . Such an in d iv id u a l  m a rty rs  h i s  co m fo rt, 
h a p p in e s s , o r  f i n a n c ia l  w e l l-b e in g  f o r  th e  sake  o f  h i s  r e p u ta t io n  as a 
h o s t ,  th u s  en hancing  h i s  honor and t h a t  o f  h i s  fa m ily . Shame f a l l s  on 
anyone who f a i l s  t o  be generous o r  h o s p i ta b le  o r ,  i n  th e  c a se  o f  th e  
nomads, t o  g ra n t  th e  r i g h t s  o f  r e fu g e , f a c e ,  and ne ighborhood . Here 
a g a in , th e  p ro v e rb s  a re  in  f u l l  agreem ent w ith  r e a l  c u l tu r e .
Meaning in  th e  p ro v e rb s  meshes n o t o n ly  w ith  b e h a v io rs  re c o rd e d  
in  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  l i t e r a t u r e  b u t a ls o  w ith  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  a s p e c ts  o f
c u l tu r e  to  c r e a te  th e  i n t e r r e l a t e d  c o n f ig u ra t io n s  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  con-
6 -t e x t .  R e l ig io n , p a r t i c u l a r l y  Is la m , pe rm eates  Arab s o c ie ty ,  e x e r t in g
an in f lu e n c e  on s e c u la r  as w e ll  as s a c re d  sp h e re s  o f  l i f e  a t  a l l  s o c ia l  
l e v e l s .  The G rea t and L i t t l e  T r a d i t io n s  in f lu e n c e  n e a r ly  everyone to  
g r e a t e r  o r  l e s s e r  d e g re e , depending  upon a  number o f  v a r i a b le s ,  in c lu ­
d in g  l o c a t io n ,  e d u c a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  s o c ia l  l e v e l ,  s e c t a r i a n  a f f i l i a t i o n ,  
fam ily  p r e s s u r e ,  and p e rs o n a l  b e n t .  P ro v e rb s  m ention  God as th e  o n ly  
c o n f id a n t o f  th e  h o n o rab le  man C173, e q u a te  b o a s te r s  w ith  S atan  E20H, 
and view  th e  d ish o n o ra b le  p e rso n  as one w ith o u t r e l i g i o n ;  th e s e  view s 
a l l  r e s t  on th e  assum ption  t h a t  r e l i g i o s i t y  i s  a  g iven  o f  a  d ecen t l i f e .
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Fam ily  p ro v id e s  th e  m ost fundam enta l group a f f i l i a t i o n ,  r e g a rd ­
l e s s  o f  w h e th er th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  p a r t  o f  an ex ten d ed  o r  n u c le a r  fam ily . 
The in te rd ep e n d e n c e  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  and th e  fa m ily  i s  m entioned  in  
p ro v e rb s  w hich show b o th  th e  group e f f e c t  on th e  in d iv id u a l  [101,101+3 
and th e  in d iv id u a l  e f f e c t  on th e  group [1053, and th e  consequences o f  
d i s lo y a l ty  a re  s a id  t o  be nakedness [1033 and h u m il ia t io n  [1023.
M arriage  i s  th e  norm f o r  b o th  women and men; v i r t u a l l y  everyone 
m a r r ie s .  G i r ls  te n d  t o  m arry  younger th a n  men, w hich i s  c o n s is te n t  w ith  
th e  p r o v e r b ia l  view  o f  m arriag e  as a  " c o v e r in g ” f o r  g i r l s  [8 6 ,8 7 3 . In  
th e  o th e r  p ro v e rb s  abou t m a rr ia g e , th e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  m arria g e  and f a ­
m ily  mix as men a re  a d v ise d  t o  s e l e c t  a  w ife  a c c o rd in g  to  h e r  l in e a g e  
[82,83,81+3 and th e n  t o  g uard  h e r  m odesty [853 . I n  f a c t ,  th e  m odesty 
code i s  om nip resen t in  Arab s o c ie ty ,  and has g e n e ra te d  such su b o rd in a te  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  as th e  v e i l  and s e c lu s io n  as a l t e r n a t iv e  "c o v e r in g s"  f o r  
women.
Should  th e  in d iv id u a l  e l e c t  to  b re a k  th e  m odesty code , th en  
d i s c r e t io n  i s  th e  w atch -w ord ; s e c re c y  and p r iv a c y  n e g a te  th e  consequences 
o f  immodesty [6 l ,6 2 3 .  A r c h i te c tu r a l  con v en tio n s  a re  among th e  most 
obvious m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  em phasis on p r iv a c y . Houses b u i l t  around 
c o u rty a rd s  o r  su rro u n d ed  by s o l i d  w a l l s ,  w ith  no p h y s ic a l  o r  v i s u a l  ac­
ce ss  p o in ts  o th e r  th a n  a door w hich can be c lo s e d , and e la b o ra te  window 
g r i l l s  w hich p e rm it ou tw ard  b u t n o t inw ard  v i s io n  a re  s t i l l  th e  most 
common d w e llin g  ty p e s  th ro u g h o u t th e  Arab W orld, and th e y  do in d eed  
"co v e r nakedness"  [5 8 ,5 9 3 .
H o s p i ta l i ty  i s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  more o r  l e s s  r i g i d l y  among 
d i f f e r e n t  s o c ia l  g ro u p s , b u t even th o se  who a re  r e l a t i v e l y  f a r  removed
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from  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  env ironm ent te n d  to  m a in ta in  th e  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  
h o s p i t a l i t y  and g e n e ro s i ty .  A rabs w i l l  v i r t u a l l y  come t o  blow s f o r  
th e  r ig h t  t o  pay th e  check in  a  r e s t a u r a n t ,  and u s u a l ly  in n u n d a te  g u e s ts  
w ith  fo o d , d r in k  and k in d n e s s . C e r ta in ly  th e  p ro v e rb s  a re  in c l in e d  
f a v o ra b ly  tow ard  g e n e ro s i ty .  The o n ly  n e g a tiv e  se n tim e n t e x p re sse d  i s  
t h a t  such  goodness p e rh ap s  exposes th e  h o s t  t o  d ish o n o ra b le  in te n t io n s  
o f  a  " d i r t y  g u e s t"  Cl+53, b u t  h e re  th e  o v e r-g en ero u s  h o s t  i s  n o t so much 
m aligned  as w arned.
In  th e  ev en t t h a t  th e  above-m entioned  m easures f a i l  in  t h e i r  
m is s io n s , th e  f i n a l  m ajo r i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab c u l tu r e  comes 
f n is c  T v X I s  c o n ’v s ro ls  ^ d f l ^  slticL f o l l o w s  "fclis
fo rm ula  b a s ic a l l y  o f  "an  eye f o r  an eye" o r  e q u iv a le n t  com pensation . 
Where Is la m ic  law p r e v a i l s ,  and t o  a  la rg e  e x te n t  where s e c u la r  j u d i c i a l  
system s have been i n s t i t u t e d ,  s e n te n c e s  a g a in s t  c r im in a ls  in  th e  Arab 
W orld te n d  to  be  p u n i t iv e  r a t h e r  th a n  r e h a b i l i t a t i v e .  The p ro v e rb s  f u l l y  
su p p o rt t h i s  s ta n c e .
O p p o sitio n s  in  th e  P ro v erb s
By opposing  p o s i t i v e l y  v a lu e d  e lem en ts o f  l i f e  m entioned  in  
p ro v e rb s  t o  th o se  n e g a t iv e ly  v a lu e d , i t  becomes c le a r  t h a t ,  in  th e  
f o lk lo r e  as in  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  e v id e n c e , th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  m an li­
n e s s ,  n o b i l i t y  and s im i la r  r e l a t e d  concep ts  (T ab le  13 , C ategory  l )  a re  
unam biguously p o s i t i v e  w h ile  t h e i r  a l t e r - e g o s  a re  c o n s i s t e n t ly  n e g a t iv e .  
S im ila r  c o n s is te n c y  i s  found f o r  m odesty (C ategory  2 ) ,  women who f u l f i l l  
o r  f a i l  t o  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  ex p e c te d  r o le s  (C ategory  3 ) s m arria g e  (C ategory  
b ) ,  revenge (C ategory  1 0 ) , e r r o r  (C ategory  11 , and g o ss ip  (C ategory  1 2 ).
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TABLE 13 
OPPOSITIONS IN THE PROVERBS
’P o s i t iv e 'N egative
1 . M an lin ess .
C h iv a lry .
B eauty  o f  c h a r a c te r /d i s p o s i t io n .  
N o b i l i ty ,  h o n o r a b i l i ty  o f  man. 
D e a th /p o v e rty  w ith  g lo ry /h o n o r .
B eing unashamed.
S e l f - r e s p e c t .
1 . Shame, d is g ra c e .
Sham eful a c t io n s .
Lack o f  hono r.
H u m ilia tin g  v ic to r y ,  l i f e  in  
d is g ra c e .
Lack o f  s e l f - r e s p e c t .  
S u b m iss iv en e ss .
2 . M odesty. 2 . C om plaining.
Imm odesty, b o a s t in g .
3 . H onorable woman.
Woman o f  n o b le  o r ig in .
3- Immodest woman.
U. M a rria g e . k . ----
5- D au g h te rs .
D eath o f  d a u g h te rs . 
D eath o f  s i s t e r s .  
Sons.
S on’ s son .
5- D augh ters .
D a u g h te rs . 
D au g h te r’s son .
6 . F am ily . 6 . Fam ily .
Abandoning fa m ily .
7- S ec recy . 7- S ecrecy .
Being g o ss ip e d  a b o u t.
8 . G e n e ro s ity . 8. E x c e ss iv e  g e n e ro s i ty .
S t in g in e s s .
T reach ery  a g a in s t  (fo rm er) h o s t
9 . ----- 9 . Money, w e a lth .
10. Revenge. 10 . Being undefended .
1 1 . ----- 11 . E r ro r .
1 2 . ----- 12 . G o ss ip , sham eful t a l k .
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Money and w e a lth  (C ategory  9) a re  a ls o  unam biguously  c r i t i c i s e d ,  a l ­
though  th e  re a so n s  a re  n o t e n t i r e l y  c l e a r  ( se e  p . 18$).
A number o f  a m b ig u it ie s  do a p p ear i n  o th e r  a r e a s ,  how ever. 
P ro v e rb s  r e f e r r i n g  to  d a u g h te rs ,  f o r  exam ple, p ro v id e  some i n t e r e s t i n g  
c o n t r a s t s .  W hile th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  p ro v e rb s  d e a lin g  w ith  d a u g h te rs  a re  
n a g a t iv e ,  item s 9 5 5 96 and 97 c a s t  a  more p o s i t i v e  l i g h t  on g i r l  c h i ld ­
r e n .  There i s  a  d isc re p a n c y  betw een W este rm arck 's  and F ra y h a 's  v a r i a n t s  
o f  p ro v e rb s  96 and 97 * and W esterm arck may in  f a c t  be in  e r r o r  in  
b o th  h i s  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  p ro v erb  as e th n o g ra p h ic  
ev id en ce  in d ic a te s  t h a t  w oneno ften  p r e f e r  t o  have a d a u g h te r  as th e  
f i r s t  c h i ld  s in c e  she w i l l  be a b le  t o  assume r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a t  an
e a r ly  age f o r  h o u seh o ld  ch o res  and c a re  o f  younger c h i ld r e n ,  p a r t i c u -
y
l a r l y  b o y s , who do n o t assume such d u t i e s .  Yet th e  d e a th  o f  d a u g h te rs  
i s  deemed a  happy e v e n t ,  and w here t h e r e  i s  a  c h o ic e , s o n ’s a re  p r e ­
f e r r e d  t o  d a u g h te r s ,  as th e  so n ’ s son i s  p r e f e r r e d  t o  th e  d a u g h te r 's  
son . C e r ta in ly  many an Arab f a t h e r  lo v e s  h i s  d a u g h te rs , b u t ev id en ce  
shows t h a t  sons a re  p r e f e r r e d  and th e  th e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  d a u g h te rs  to  
d ish o n o r th e  fa m ily  i s  f e a r e d  and guarded  a g a in s t .  D a u g h te rs , th § n , a re  
n o t u n d e s ira b le  in  and o f  th e m s e lv e s , b u t  a re  l e s s  d e s i r a b le  th a n  sons
g
and a re  p e rc e iv e d  as b o th  a  jo y  and a  d an g e r.
The fa m ily  i s  a ls o  seen  in  uwo l i g h t s  in  th e  p ro v e rb s ;  i t  i s  a  
so u rce  o f  hono r and o f  shame, a  re fu g e  and a  t h r e a t ,  an a id  and a  n u i­
sa n ce . Famil i e s  and th e  o b l ig a t io n s  th e y  impose a re  t r e a t e d  am biguous­
l y  in  everyday  l i f e  as w e l l  f o r ,  a lth o u g h  i t  i s  r a r e  to  h e a r  a  com­
p l a i n t  abou t th e  burden  o f  f u l f i l l i n g  fam ily  o b l ig a t io n s ,  a l l  s o r t s  o f
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s t r a t e g i e s  a re  d e v ise d  by w hich some m easure o f  in d iv id u a l  freedom  can 
be g a rn e re d .
S e c re c y , f i n a l l y ,  ap p ears  t o  be  re g a rd e d  as a  n e c e s s a ry  e v i l ,  
n e c e s s a ry  t o  sa fe g u a rd  th e  r e p u ta t io n  C58,5 9 ,6 0 ,6 1 ,6 2 3 , n e a r ly  im p o ss i­
b l e  to  m a in ta in  C6 5 , 6 6 ,6 7 ,6 8 ,6 9 3 , and p o t e n t i a l l y  e v i l  C633 and dan g er­
ous c6Ul. The em phasis on p re v e n t in g  g o ss ip  does in  f a c t  encourage  a 
tw o-p ronged  concern  in  Arab s o c ie t i e s  w ith  what p e o p le  a re  doing  and 
w hat th e y  say  abou t w hat th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  do in g .
C onclusions
The e lem en ts  o f  c u l tu r e  — p ro v e rb s , b e h a v io r , i n s t i t u t i o n s  — 
exam ined h e re  a re  c o n s is te n t  in  c o n te n t ex cep t when d e a lin g  w ith  daugh­
t e r s ,  fa m ily  t i e s ,  and s e c re c y . In  th e s e  a r e a s ,  where th e r e  a re  emo­
t i o n a l  a m b ig u it ie s  in  th e  c u l t u r e ,  th e r e  a re  a ls o  a m b ig u itie s  in  p ro ­
v e rb  c o n te n t .  T his i s  n o t t o  say  t h a t  p ro v e rb s  e x i s t  in  o rd e r  t o  r e -
g
so lv e  th e  c o n f l i c t s ,  b u t r a t h e r  t h a t  th e y  do, as a  body, e x p re ss  th e  
c u l t u r a l  a m b ig u it ie s  and p ro v id e  p eo p le  w ith  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  means o f  
su p p o rtin g  e i t h e r  s id e  o f  th e  argum ent. The E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n s  used  
f o r  t h i s  s tu d y  a p p ear t o  r e n d e r  a c c u r a te ly  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Arab view  o f  
honor and shame as i n t e g r a l  e lem en ts  o f  human w o rth . F u r th e r  r e s e a rc h  
i s  needed  t o  d is c o v e r  th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  o f  p ro v e rb  c o n te n t t o  o th e r  
f o lk o r ic  g e n r e s ^  and t o  o th e r  modes o f  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e  as w e l l .  
F in a l ly ,  i n v e s t ig a t io n s  o f  p ro v erb  c o rp i  from o th e r  c u l tu r e  a re a s  and 
t h e i r  p o r t r a y a l  o r  la c k  o f  p o r t r a y a l  o f  honor and shame whould h e lp  to  
d e te rm ine  w hich a s p e c ts  o f  th e  honor/sham e complex as e x p re sse d  in
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A rab ic  p ro v e rb s  a re  in  f a c t  s p e c i f ic  t o  Arab c u l tu r e  and w hich a re  p a r t  
o f  a w id e r c o n te x t o f  honor-bound and o th e r  s o c i e t i e s .
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NOTES
■'"Some c o l l e c t i o n s  in c lu d e  v a r i a n ts  o f  th e  same p ro v e rb . Such 
v a r i a n ts  a re  l i s t e d  in  th e  Appendix as a s in g le  ite m  and a l l  so u rces  
n o te d . F o r th e  p u rp o se s  o f  c a l c u l a t i o n s , each  c u l le d  ite m  was coun ted  
s e p a r a te ly .  Hence th e  A ppendix c o n ta in s  105 item s w h ile  th e  t o t a l  
coun t i s  115.
S h e i la  K. W eb ste r, ’’Women, Sex and M arriage  in  Moroccan P ro ­
v e r b s , ’’ In t e r n a t io n a l  J o u rn a l o f  M id d le  E a s tS tu d ie s  l l  (1982 ): 173-18U.
For exam ple, El-Sham y c o l l e c te d  a  b a l l a d  in  Nubian Egypt which 
fo c u se s  on so rO cide  f o r  fa m ily  h o n o r. Hasan M. El-Sham y, "The B a lla d  o f  
th e  G e rg ite  o r  S h a f ig a  and M itw a l l i ,"  u n p u b lish e d  t r a n s l a t i o n .
^R obert P la n t  A rm strong , "C on ten t A n a ly s is  in  F o l k l o r i s t i c s , "  
e d . I t h i e l  de S o la  P o o l ,  Trends in  C o nten t A n a ly s is  (U rbana: U n iv e r s i ty  
o f  I l l i n o i s  P r e s s ,  1 9 5 9 ), 153-
^Abdulrahman a l-S h a m ra n i, p e rs o n a l  com m unication.
g
R ich a rd  Bauman, "The F ie ld  S tudy  o f  F o lk lo re  in  C o n te x t,"  ed . 
R ich ard  M. D orson , The Handbook o f  Am erican F o lk lo r e  (B loom ington: In ­
d ia n a  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 3 ), 36^.
7
D aisy  H ils e  Dwyer, Im ages and S e lf - im a g e s :  M ale  and  Female m  
Morocco (New York: Colum bia U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 8 ), 88.
®Women in  g e n e ra l  a re  p e rc e iv e d  in  much th e  same way in  Arab 
c u l tu r e ;  th e y  a re  lo v e d  and re v e re d  when c o n t r o l le d  in  r e l a t i o n  t o  th e  
m ale ego by such  f a c to r s  as im m a tu r ity , k in s h ip ,  o r  i n v i s i b i l i t y .
q
The f u n c t i o n a l i s t  v iew  o f  f o lk lo r e  as p ro b le m -so lv e r  i s  ex­
p re s s e d  in  numerous w orks. S ee , f o r  in s ta n c e :  Ruth B e n e d ic t , Zuni 
M y th o lo g y , 2 v o l s . (New York: Columbia U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 3 5 ); Claude 
L e v i -S t r a u s s , "The S t r u c t u r a l  S tudy  o f  M yth," S t r u c t u r a l  A n th ro p o lo g y , 
t r a n s l a t e d  by C la ir e  Jacobson  and Brooke G undfest Schoepf (New York: 
B a s ic 'B o o k s , 1 9 6 7 )-
■^This r e l a t i o n s h ip  h as  been term ed  " th e  c o n te x t o f  communica­
t i v e  sy s te m s ."  Bauman, " F ie ld  S tu d y ,"  3 65 -
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APPENDIX
THE PROVERBS
Key: Following each proverb, the source is given as follows
Initials of collector: # of proverb in that collection 
country of origin.
Thus (AF1?15L) means Anis Frayha, #1715). Lebanon.
COLLECTIONS
JB - John Burckhardt,
Arabic Proverbs 
JJ - James Richard Jewett, 
"Arabic Proverbs and 
Proverbial Phrases"
AS - A.P. Singer,
Arabic Proverbs 
EW - Edward A. Westermarck,
Wit and Wisdom in Morocco 
SC - Selwyn Gurney Champion, 
Racial Proverbs 
HD - H.R.P. Dickson, Arab 
of the Desert 
AF - Anis Frayha,
A Dictionary of Modem 
Lebanese Proverbs 
MA - Mohammad Abdelkafi,
One Hundred Arabic Proverbs 
from Libya 
FM — Fatma Mahgoub,
A Linguistic Study of 
Cairene Proverbs 
JG - Jan Gabril, Lebanon: 
Proverbs and Maxims
198
COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN
L - Lebanon 
E - Egypt 
M - Morocco 
S - Syria 
K - Kuwait 
I - Iraq 
B - Libya 
D - Sudan
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GENERAL PROVERBS ON HONOR AND SHAME
1. It is lawful to decapitate him who is not moved by 
manliness. (AF1715L)
JMp- ijhs a‘jX\ jxZi L J l  (./-Ij
2. A young man's beauty (lit, sweetness) in life Q.s from^ 
three Qhings] : manliness, chivalry, and generosity. 
(AFli>-58L)
.  Istljl J  a j Z H  \ *  s ' J i t  : iJV J L i i l  f j  w i l l  f
3- The beauty r(lit. sweetness) £of a person} is the 
beauty of |his3 disposition. (EM116E)
4. The beauty of the face JjierivesJ from the beauty of 
character. (AF1271L)
♦ j } W  o t  Z L jfi j f
5. The shadow of a noble (lit, generous) man is wide. 
(AF2291L)
• Cpt* f - P ] sP .
6. An honorable man is honorable even though harm 
befalls him. (JB117E)
J « ^ '■-/ > ✓ y >
7. Poverty (lit, soot) rather than shame, gray hair (i.e., 
old age) rather than disgrace. (AE1991I0
• - - p i  V )  - - 3 1 f  j U * 1 V I*
8. Better to lose without disgrace than to win with 
humiliation. (AF2532L)
A->-
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9 .
1 0 .
t
11.
1 2 .
13.
I k .
15-
16.
1?.
18 .
19-
The death of a youth in his glory is like his wedding, 
and his life in disgrace is like his funeral. (AF3912L)
J r *  *""‘1.5-3c i
Hellfire rather than shame. (JG436L)
• jU I  V., jUJi
Die with honor rather than live disgraced. (AF3910E)
* Jr!>  J * ?  V s '£ & . Zjs '
Die the son of a whore rather than live disgraced. 
(AF3907L)
'  •  * * * y
' i~*> ‘-r-l ^ y '
Death rather than commit a base act. (AF390kL)
. a j'J I  Y j  d f
\l would live on] ten pieces of] celery rather than 
degrade myself. (AF9^lD
( I _ 2 )
Olel who does not feel ashamed does what he wants. 
(JB6^3E)
«**
1* ij^*d
If you are unashamed then you can do what you like. 
( m k o E )
lam t a s t a h i ,  f a  sna*1 na  s i ’ t  
Complaint to other than God is humiliation. (FM150E) 
’ assakwa l i  & ayr-i l l a h i  m a Ja lla  
Shame on him who does shameful Ithings"]. (AP2469L)
J-5 4.'
At the examination, a man is either honored or dis­
graced. (AF2*i40L;M571E)
. jU i  J\ *jll j*JQ n *
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21.
2 2 .
23-
2 ^ .
25-
2 6.
27-
2 8 .
29-
30.
31.
No one praises himself hut Satan. (AF3308L)
* } • - y *  • .
•  V | A—
If modesty becomes rare, disaster prevails. (AE14-5L)
. >u*i >  »H
If modesty departs, ruin arrives. (JG15L)
. *^Ui U- . »Li-l Ijl
w  •  • »
He has plucked out the roots of modesty. (AF2656I)
. Li-1 3 3 ,
The roots of modesty have dried up in him. (AF2247L)
- a i  3 i ~  4  >
He who has no honor has no religion. (JJ267S) 
i l  ma l u  s i ’ ma l u  d in
He who never errs is never disgraced. (AF5^0L)
• u 'Jiu <il
To each scholar there is an error, and to every 
charger a false step. (EM678E)
l i k u l l i  *5 a l l  min hafw a v a  l i  k u l l i  gavadin  kabva
Nothing humiliates the soul hut one soul dominating 
another. (AF3292L)
He who has not died, his potential for shame is 
not past. (AF596L)
. o l i  U iL e  L;U  U <jl • • « ^
He who lets himself become chaff, the cows will eat. 
(JB636E)
JLl! iz£\ i lL r  —s ^^ ♦ >- W
He who mixes himself with bran, the chickens will 
eat. (AF465L)
7^ Lull 3^ L lAiJi ^  aj U- JiL-j (j ^
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3 2 .
33.
3 4 .
35.
36.
GENEROSITY AND HOSPITALITY
37- Generosity covers shame. (AF2862L; SC8?E)
. jlL '
38. There is no shame that generosity cannot hide. (AF3404L)
. slk i V j J  L.
35* Stinginess exposes one's shame and cuts love from 
hearts. (AF824L)
40. I dishonor you, piaster, rather than dishonor you, 
myself. (AF1022L)
. J s  I i k j . ' Ui J i  l iiLp"
41. He who dishonors his possessions honors himself. (AF29L)
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If you make yourself "bran, the chickens will scratch 
you. (AF489D
• c H 1 d.JtiVTE.W
He who enhances himself, the people will enahnce, and 
he who makes himself dung they will defame. (AF3801L)
c J u  J o  <j*s ‘ u -411 ^
Honor yourself to find yourself.(AF2367L)
He who does not respect himself, people will not 
respect- (AF555L)
• y * * y \Z * # 1 t"t
. (j-lifl iAjexZJ l» 4—^  L* J j
N
JB453E)
1
Honor dwells in the forelocks of horses. (SC115E;
42. Dishonor your money rather than dishonor yourself. 
(AF4083L)
• d H u  ) l j  ( d li}5  ) viills j\A_
43. Dishonor you possessions rather than dishonor your­
self. (AF4084L)
. dl' U  Y j  di! U
44. [too} much generosity is foolishness. (AP2864L)
• u 4 ^ r £ > '
45. Too much welcoming brings in a dirty guest. (AF2833L)
•  .  . _
46. Protect yourself against the evil of him to whom you
have been hind. (AP68L) , m ' *1 ' " 1. a j I  ~  ^ 1
47. Shame on him who drinks from a well and throws a stone 
into it. (AF2468L)
u t   &
GOSSIP AND TALK
48. Shameful talk is like belching. (AF1452L)
. '^!l > l >  w - , i f  J d l f
4 9 . You talked, you farted; would it not have been better 
had you not talked? (AF1453L)
U ) d4o J I  f
50. He said:"Shame on him who backbites people." [The 
other} said: "Shame on him who lets people backbite 
him." (AF2667L)
• (J'&l  ^ TV1 •
. i id   ^  ^ W—c : j ls
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REVENGE
51. Dishonored is he who has no insolent ["defender!. (JB^9E)
d l < U i_ 1 1 ^  J j
52. To take revenge is no dishonor. (JJ?6S; AF114L)
*
53* He who steps on your foot, step on his neck. (AFb67L)
1 a "  —* J ^ "
. AzJj ^  ^ ^ > 1  d lU j ^  d I
5^ . He who spits on your palm, spit on his heard. (AF448L)
* -?**J 1 * • V * f,. duiJb vjj'.l d.U>_; o jv j J J
WEALTH
55* Money and character cannot he together. (AF2627L)
. u U  u ' y ' t j  
5 6 . Dishonor is in wealth. (EM175E)
? i l ‘» iz z - i  b a h d a la
5 7* To hecome rich is associated with dishonor. (AF25^L)
. J"jS\) o ; y *
PRIVACY AND SECRECY
5 8. 0 my house, 0 my little house, 0 concealer of my
shame. (AF^l66L)
• ijl-r*  J '—■• \s  J "  I
59* My house covers my nakedness. (EW279M)
(isb*) 3^=- j y - ^
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REVENGE
51. Dishonored is he who has no insolent (^defender!. (JB^9E)
52. To take revenge is no dishonor. (JJ76S; APll^L)
* -i
53* He who steps on your foot, step on his neck. (AE467L)
*•-- '  -*■' - •  *. i z J j  ^  J j
54-. He who spits on your palm, spit on his "beard. (AF448L)
. iio, Jv.' ^ 5 0  Jjo J j 
WEALTH
55* Money and character cannot "be together. (AF2627L)
.  u_>5C> k
5 6 . Dishonor is in wealth. (EM175E)
? i l ^ i z z - i  b ah d a la
57* To become rich is associated with dishonor. (AF25^L)
. J'jil o i y
PRIVACY AND SECRECY
58. 0 my house, 0 my little house, 0 concealer of my
shame. (A?4i66l )
• <jLie JL_« \s  jjw I
59- My house covers my nakedness. (EW279M)
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60. He who leaves his house loses his dignity. (AF381310
• ojlOiw J5 „ jb  ^  tCj -  j *
61. The night covers shame. (AF3243L)
. ( JO j O  ^Jj\  jlL ' JJJI
62. Two-thirds of a secret sin is forgiven. (AF1543L)
— t — * —
• o j »I
63* What is hidden belongs to the Devil. (AF3647L)
t
. jlk -iU , (
64. Under veils is deadly poisen. (AF115510
* £?» («- j J  I yZJ-
6 5. What is hidden? That which does not occur. (AF2061L)
* -£“f ,  ^  ^  (Jf
66. Only that which does not occur is kept secret. (AF3299D
r * * * *
• j^oj U <J) V| U
6 7. She who conceives in secret gives birth in public. 
(AF367L)
• r 1!. Jr^f J .l
68. She who conceives on the oven will give birth in the
threshing ground. (SC31E)
6 9. Love and pregnancy and going up a mountain cannot be 
hidden. (AS3E)
U a L j i .1  jJ-lj
70. Pass by your friend hungry but do not pass by him 
naked. (SC58E)
71. To overtake your enemy when he is hungry is not.as 
bad as to overtake him when he is naked. CAE°2iL7
a V j-  4 ^  X I  ^  ^ A   ^C f-  ^ J®  4 ^ '
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72. Eat according to your own taste and dress according 
to the taste of other people. (FM653E)
k u l ma y i* g ib a k , wi I b i s  ma y i5 g in  in n as
73- Eat whatever you like hut dress as other people dress, 
(JB533E)
U"
7^ . Keep it in you heart though it wounds rather than let 
it he known and cause a scandal. (AF155SL)
Q  jJ L j  V j
75* If your mouth is full of hlood, do not spit it out 
before anyone. (AF148L)
. }• • - *
|jb- plui ( dA-aJ ) 43J0 V (*•»
7 6. Though your mouth is full of hlood, do not spit it 
out in front of anyone. (AF680L)
.  |Jb- f i l s  (  C u a S )  aS'-O V
ASSOCIATES
77. Honor's microbes are not infectuous. (AE3752L; JG^3 5D
. U O j l i l
78. Bad behavior is contagious. (JG208L)
• s ‘■y*
WOMEN
’9* A free honorable woman can stay among myriads £without 
behaving dishonorablyj. (AF3659L)
80. A free honorable woman can walk among myriads without 
behaving dishonorably . (AF1382L)
r . ‘~ * ’ f
'aJ >'
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81. An immodest woman is like saltless food. (AF3657L; 
JG64L)
• jtU y J  (* u  j_ i*  c  y j
82. Marry a woman of noble origin and sleep on a mat. 
(JJ168S; EW35M; AF1523L; FM393E)
83. If you marry take a woman of noble lineage, the 
enemy will have nothing bad to say. (EW33M)
U J*£\* 3^  -'tV 1 7^ J~2 'S' ■ -~‘J
84. Follow the roundabout way though it may be long, take 
a noble wife though she has not been asked for. 
(AF1673L)
Cj J v J j  4L^»I u i - e o j ‘J j  j j>
85. He who loves his wife should guard her. (EW80M)
86. A girl's covering is her marriage. .(AF1887I0
. Y,- jU  SJ4-_
8 7. Marriage is a covering. (AF1232L; EM98E)
DAUGHTERS AND SISTERS
88. Girls are the cause of shame and dishonor and they
give the enemy access to the house. (AF10001)
 ^ •
jU tf  V ain j i u L j  j L l i t ?  j U I  ^ V 1
8 9. I married my daughter off so that I might not worry, 
but she comes back to me with four little ones 
behind her. (AF1300L)
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90. The death of girls is a covering. (Kressel, "Sorocide," 
p • W ) •
mawt al-"banat s u t r a
91. The death of girls is fortunate even if they are 
brides (lit, have their trouseau ready). (AF39HL)
. zJ'ys^ ' ( f lL-s>) ) 'Jj ! qa ! y y
92. When a girl begins to menstruate, get her married or 
bury her. (AF10111)
93. Worries about daughters continue until death. (AF4067L; 
FM792E)
. ^ L ii, o L J !  jU
9 .^ The raising of daughters is a losing proposition. 
(AF3654L)
.  9 j l — i  y
95. He who has no daughters the people will not know when 
he died. (EW164M)
y*  L.
9 6. He whose first child is a daughter is gladdened by 
God. (EW163M)
A.Jc <(JJ1 ^ D j V l  o - J U
97. The lucky woman is she who bears daughters before 
sons. (APi)-75I')
* P e  t P  V- P  r -  J  U -u I* /  J  [
9 8 . Your son is yours, your daughter is not. (AP52L)
• t , 1
99. The son of the son is a dear son but the son of a 
daughter is the son of a stranger. (AF3^L)
Or I ^ I J I  j - l  jN / i
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100. My sister's death is of great fortune to me. (AF3917L)
• „ ** • • „
* ^  J H
FAMILY AND RELATIVES
101. The honor of horses is in their stahels. (EW39^M)
102. He who abandons his clan is humiliated. (AF3793L)
. J i  6'j.Lc. *S} <y.
103. He who throws off his clothes shall find himself 
naked. (AF379H.)
•  «  • •  *  * ' 1
• \ <y L-y CA
104. The shame of the son if from his family. (AF2470L)
. aJLaI y *  . . c.
105. The shame of the flock is from the shepherd. (AF2467L)
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